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Introduction 


Few people had heard of Martin Luther before he posted the 95 theses 
to the door of the Castle Church at Wittenberg on October 31st, 1517; 
but within less than four years he had become a familiar and feared 
name in the universities and courts of every European country. His 
books were read avidly everywhere. Even in Oxford, remote from 
Wittenberg, John Dome sold a dozen or so copies in 1 520. The leading 
scholar of his time, Erasmus, commented approvingly, if "with some 
reserve, on the stand which Luther had taken: ‘I have turned over a 
few pages of your Commenlaries on the Psalms', he told liim, ‘they 
please me exceedingly’. It was not, however, long before the estab- 
lished order in Church and State took action to stem the propagation 
of Luther’s revolutionary ideas. His books were burned by papal order 
at Rome in the Piazza Navona on June 15lh, 1520; bonfires blazed 
and smouldered with his writings in various German cities, Ingolstadt, 
Cologne and elsewhere, throughout the autumn and mnter of 1520. 
The same year, or possibly somewhat later, the proctors’ accounts at 
Cambridge included the statement ‘To Dr. Nycolas, deputy Vice- 
chancellor, for drink and other expenses about the burning of the 
books of Martin Luther, 2s’. In the following April, bonfires were lit 
in Venice and Naples. At the same time, the Sorbonne at Paris con- 
demned Luther’s teaching, and on August ord, following, the Paide- 
ment of Paris proclaimed that anyone owning Luther’s books "was liable 
to a fine or imprisonment. Before the end of March, 1521, Cardinal 
Wolsey, Henry VIII’s all-powerful minister, forbade the importation 
and reading of his books in England. Then, as a gesture of goodudll to 
the Pope and Emperor and as a sequel to the Imperial condemnation of 
Luther at the Diet of Worms, on May 12th a vast crowd which in- 
cluded Wolsey and the Archbishop of Canterburj' as well as many 
foreign ambassadors — the King was himself ill with ague and could not 
attend — watched Luther’s published wTitings burn in St. Paul’s 
churchyard. Bishop John Fisher of Rochester, in a sermon which lasted 
two hours, declared that Lutlier ‘hath stirred a mighty storm and 
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tempest in the church’. ‘ Furthermore’, he went on, he terribly thun- 
dereth against the Pope’s authority, against the general councils, 
against the traditions and ordinances left unto us hy the apostles, 
against the doctrines of the fathers and doctors of the church. 

What was it all about? In 1521 Luther was already 58 years old and 
he had a quarter of a century of life before him. To a later historian t e 
differences between Luther and his opponents may seem relatively 
unimportant and the Reformation itself a less significant watershed in 
human history than was once thought; but there can he no doubt that 
Luther’s revolt was a major incident in the history of the Cliristian 
Church. He had, as Bishop Fisher rightly said, ‘ stirred a mighty storm 
and tempest in the church’. He had broken the unchallenged domina- 
tion of the Catholic Church, and effectively splintered its unity; by his 
appeal to experience and to the history of the early Church he had 
claimed that the Word of God in the Scriptures was the sole authority 
for the Christian and that ‘justification by faith’ was a fundamental 
belief. Whatever the other reformers contributed to the growth and 
development of Protestantism, Martin Luther was the presiding genius 
and initiator of the Protestant Reformation. ‘ Even if Christianity dis- 
appeared’, Professor Butterfield has written, ‘so that he survived 
only as a maker of myths he would still be a colossal figure — almost 
the greatest of the giants in modern times. ’ 

Mcirtin Luther must, however, be placed in his historical setting. If 
we are to understand the nature of what he laboured to achieve, we 
must reach some conclusions about the character and importance of 
the Reformation as well as of the social .and religious order of that 
medieval world which it helped to bring to an end. Luther’s message 
would have been less effective if the ground had not been prepared for 
it. We must glance at those features of late medieval society which were 
steadily transmuting it and which helped to make possible a favourable 
response to Luther’s challenge. It is only after we have considered 
these problems that we can turn to the life and work of the man 
himself. Yet it is fair to add that the answers to these questions will 
only confirm the impression that few men in any age have made such 
a dynamic impact on the course of events. Luther fashioned the 
development of the Church in the centuries which followed and 
toectly as well as indirectly influenced the faith and lives of countless 
stians. The spurs of smoke which arose from so many market- 
p aces in 1520-1 were the omens of a religious revolution, whatever 

Unal significance we may attach to that event in the pattern of world 
history. ^ 
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Prelude to 


the Reformation 


In the sixteenth century the men and -women of western Europe 
experienced a major crisis, the outcome of which did much to deter- 
nune the future course of world history. In its apparent causes, its 
outward manifestations and its final effects, the Reformation would 
seem to have been primarily an event in religious history. Moral, 
doctrinal and spiritual factors helped to bring it about. It resulted in 
the fragmentation of the Church and a repudiation of the long- 
occepted authority of the Pope of Rome, and it created deep breaches 
in the unity and faith of Christendom. 

But it was not merely an event in the historj' of the Cliurch. Just as 
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«ial and political devclopnjcntn of a predominajttly }.cctilar diaratter 
a lelpcd to bring it into being ainl had made j-io^riblo n favourable 
Jsponsc to the reformers’ teachinr, so the fracture of western Clirist- 


social j., 

bad helped lu ormg ti imo being and had made j«S!.ib!o n lavouraui!; 
response to the reformers’ teaching, so the fracture of western Clirist- 
en om, and the emergence of Protestant iheolog)' encouraged, con- 
caused changes in the social and jKilitical dunntc of the 
'X cent 1 - and scvenicenth-ccniurv world. The appearance of national 
to occasioned by, and simnltnneously contributed 

in the of growing national consciousness and the grouth 

soveroin-n n njiproaching absolutism, of the nnUonal 
-.1 ° ^ ^LlOllS COntrovor<v_ witll 


in t l e Rco'ving national cc 

sovereign njiproaching 

and econnn controversy, inextricably entangled with jiolihca* 

•ivalries anT '0 foster ns to fester inter-state 

Protestant mb ° war and intolerance. On the other hand, 

tions relating to the obliga* 
if accidentally \ the sovereign nutlioriiy, and precipitated, 

a sonuel the I" resist the unjustified use of power and ns 

The fissiparous* ROvernment. 

scriptural basis Lro Protestantism, implicit in its purel) 

individualistic * biblic^/^- t;^istcnco many radical grouiK or sects, 
revolutionary 'social te T- ^ '*^**^ teaching and often perpetrating a 
tnonts in the cburclips^'" encouraged democratic dovclop- 

munity. Tlieso were all'^* political anti social life of the com- 
innately conservative in of which the original reformers, 

disapproved; but they " ould very likely have strongly 

n Protestants’ re^ fundamentals which they had 

nf P 1 appeal to the in^F,!^ '"tion of ecclesiastical nuthorUnrianism, 
wbirb ’ ”'°'^Tied as tins oftn' onlightcncd by the inspired Word 
and found themselves" political circumstances in 

reluctn more liberal 'contributed to n more radical 

wekt Eventually, albeit 

had eiven oontroversv t itself was dragged from the 

;i;:r 

theScripi^'',^^“‘'efMtor’o'“2ofj*''' ’'"formers, stressing, « 
created what L /°'ctrines of justifir ^'’Srec, the basic authority of 
idea of holinn ° described as a no'' olection and sanctification, 

Spirit, iutn":::;rh ’’•■st 

and pedantic ^ • ^'^iioal tbeolnrv, , guidance of the Holy 
the community 'Wheth' ’noraf^d"*? limes severe 

mdividualisa^^l;h!!a”''?S*W’«lml.l.7g^^^^ »1>« individual and 

im charactenstic „r capiS iriug „i„„, 

'S '“""ty has been a matter 
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„„re penetrattag challenge to the '"fif’’”* 

retormoK and their opponents almost “°^„^fp^7tormation 

allow, and the hypothesis can be eastly cntiased, t 

was the last of the great movements of the medieval » 

formers in abrogating the claims of the authori 

certainly effected a major revolution m the western Eu P ^ 

of thinHng. They had defied some of the basic beliefs that had p 

to condition western Europe for some centuries past. 

The medieval world was a closed society. All historical ge 
tions are indeed suspect, but it is safe to say that 
to the fourteenth centuries westepi^Eiurope.Avas-^irTiinTn^^ 
SH^^wi^^dri^I^sants,.thedatteaependeU^l^ 
at tached to the’Tdfd'm ratherJ :Q_th e^iAHd t o a greater or esser ^5^ ^ 
Giving him burdens^r.mcidents-of one sort o f^anu ljie]CttLr-etur ^ 
protection and^justice^which he gav^or whs_sjippose^o_gi^^J®'ti. 
There^v^e indeed pockets of free peasantry, just as there vver 
autonomous communes, urban societies in central and northern^ ta y, 
draiving an increasing livelihood from commerce and incipient in ^ us^^ 
try. Yet the_ni,edievahworld'Vvas~b3nfiTd"large a socieLy Jui^uiiaLe y 
lordship an(L-sustained bv a coherent-theological __and philosop i ca 
T 3 atter n..of .existence, .neithe r of w hicli-COuld-"be-serious^-^tiestioiie 
even if ther^w,as,room"for"fl63dbility 'within the.acceptedJi,pu5P®ti6S 
*01 medieval thought. 

The pattern of dominion was so labyrinthine as almost to de y 

analysis. Intelligent men were agreed that, under God,_s u t iiOF^^y‘^~^^ 
yeste,d>iiLtheJ;emppr.al..and_ spiritual heads, tlieJ?.mperor_(Bnd™as,far as 

the western world wen t this meant the JBdl-v^oman-Einperoryfor-tlie 

Byzantine Empire diverged so far from the western pattern as to be 
omitted from consideration) and the Pope. Their jurisdictional relation- 
ship gave rise to continuous controversy, especially after a renaissance 
of papal power in the eleventh century, for while hardly any one 
doubted that both the Emperor and the Pope held their power from 
God, there was a considerable divergence of opinion as the extent, 
nature and function of such authority as each claimed. In theory the 
Pope was placed in an immensely stronger position, if only as a result 
of the scriptural texts such as St. Matthew, xvi, 18-19, and the past 
traditions to which the papalists could refer; the Epistola dementis, for 
instance, recorded a supposed statement by St. Peter by which he 
conferred upon his successors ‘the authority of binding and loosing in 
order that whatever he will decide upon earth, will be approved in 
heaven, fijr ^e will bind what must be found and he will loose what 
1+ ~ ' " 
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was alive with evil forces whispering, luring, deadening conscience 
and summoning to sin. The reality of sin, by which Luther was so 
much affected, was endemic in medieval culture. ^ 

But God in His goodness and love had intervened in the course ot 
history by sending His Son to the world, to take on human fles , to 
suffer and to endure and by His death on Calvary to pay on man s 
behalf the price of sin. While there were in the Middle Ages, as no-v\^ 
many varying views about the nature of Christ’s atonement, by^ an 
large the interpretation was sacriffcial and penal. Thomas Aquiiws, 
perhaps not entirely representative of common opinion, insisted t at 
the Passion affected our salvation in four ways: by merit, for the merit 
which Christ then acquired is transmitted to the members of the 
Church of which He is the head; by satisfaction, for Christ please 
God more by his passion than men displeased Him by their sins; by 
sacrifice, since it was a true and voluntary sacrifice well pleasing to 
God; and by redemption, since man, enslaved by Satan and so liable 
to punishment according to God’s righteousness, was freed from both 
of these by Christ’s g^ft of Himself. Christ paid the price to God, not 
to Satan. All were agreed that while baptism, penance and good works 
were required of men, God had ultimately triumphed over evil. 
Medieval theologians as much as Luther were convinced of God s 
mastery and lordship throughout the universe. 

This breath-taking view of life, its basic soteriological mythology , 
offering much consolation to those burdened by the cares and evils of 
the world and at the same time providing such ample reserves of power 
for the sacerdotal order, had been entrusted by Clirist to His Church to 
av^ for the salvation of mankind. Although every baptized Christian 
(and this meant every man and woman in the western world) was a 
member of the Church, historical circumstances had largely made the 
Church identifiable with its ministers. The participation of the laity 
was passive rather than active; though many were drawn to the 
monastic life and to the exercise of good works. The Church, it was 
held, had preserved apostolic teaching, prevented the intrusion of 
error, eradicated heresy, safeguarded the creeds, enshrined a living 
tradition and w^ there to teach the way of hfe, to lead in worship and 
to administer discipline wherever it was needed. The priesthood had 
been instituted by Christ Himself, indeed He was Himself that great 
nigh pnest secundum ordinem Melchizedeki but He had in particular 
en rusted the care of the flock to His disciple, St. Peter (as the text, 

r T''® prove), and through him to every sub- 

- q IS op o Rome. The Church was governed by bishops as the 
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successors of the Apostles but they owed their jurisdictional power to 
the Pope. The divine hierarchy was mirrored in the Church as in the 
State by its threefold order and its manifold ministry. The Pope, in 
virtue of Ms divine appointment, was there to lead eartHy kings to 
the throne of God, to chastise and to rebuke as well as to encourage 
and to support. He had the power to impose spiritual sanctions, of 
wMch excommunication was the most mdely used. His authority was 
such that it seemed to run in the courts of heaven as well as those of 
earth, for in some sense, Papa est Deus. 

The_p]aa6t*wa5~thi]S _the cornerston e of the fabric of medieval life. 
He celebrated the sacraments, baptized^'Se^cTconfessions, gave pen- 
ance and absolution and administered extreme imction. Above all 
else he celebrated the sacrifice of the Mass, repeating at the altar the 
sacrifice of Christ (though in no way detracting from the sufficiency of 
Sacrifice of Calvarj'), a propitiation for the Hving and for the dead. 
Mass, as a medieval English ’ivriter put it, was the ‘Mghest prayer that 
oly Church can devise for the salvation of the quick and the dead’ 
when the priest ofFereth up the highest sacrifice and best offering 
^ heart can devise, that is, Christ, God’s Son in Heaven, imder 

t e form of bread and wine’. At the words of consecration there was. 
It had been generally agreed since the early Aliddle Ages, a miraculous 
c ange in the ‘substance’ of the Bread and Wine, wMch became the 
odj and Blood of Christ, although the accidents remained the same. 

1 ig nQble^thougMhe-might-bfVj— bffIft-thp..pn\vpT^ nf life and 

- ^ Piedieva l society. „ ' 

Tne'~Church was then the focal-point of a predominant ideology. 
^ contribution to life and cultime cannot be doubted. 'Whatever its 
s ortcomings, it invested a world that was still barbarian and crude 
With deep ideals, "vvith Mgh standards of behaviour and ivith the charity, 
ove and humamty wMch stemmed from the Gospel it was there to 
propagate. It provided a career open to talent, for the humblest-born 
c enc had a chance, albeit a remote one, of a cardinal’s hat. It never 
ost sight of its basic function. It fostered learning and art, arcMtecture 
^ music; it gave unpressive examples of courage and piety, self- 
sacrifice and supreme devotion. It is doubtful whether any society 
oused such a treasure of rich spirituality^ or, for all its accretions, so 
^ endid a ceremonial and hturgy. Its devotion to the Blessed "^^irgin 
^ 3ry the saints enhanced the standing of women and humanised 
Its Puritanism of outlook. It was, however, severely paternal in its 
^titude. Castles and churches were the great buildings of the Middle 
Ages, epitonhring for the ordinary man the earthly* and the spiritual 
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■was alive with e-vil forces whispering, luring, deadening consaence 
and summoning to sin. The reality of sin, by which Luther was so 
much affected, was endemic in medieval culture. 

But God in His goodness and love had intervened in the coiurse of 
history by sending His Son to the world, to take on human flesh, to 
suffer and to endure and by His death on Calvary to pay on man’s 
behalf the price of sin. While there were in the Middle Ages, as novr, 
many varying views about the nature of Christ’s atonement, by and 


large the interpretation was sacrificial and penal. Thomas Aqmnas, 
perhaps not entirely representative of common opinion, insisted that 
the Passion affected our salvation in four ways: by merit, for the merit 
which Christ then acquired is transmitted to the members of the 
Church of which He is the head; by satisfaction, for Christ pleased 
God more by his passion than men displeased Him by their sins; by 
sacrifice, since it was a true and voluntary sacrifice well pleasing to 
God; and by redemption, since man, enslaved by Satan and so liable 
to punishment according to God’s righteousness, was freed from both 
of these by Christ’s gift of Himself. Christ paid the price to God, not 
to Satan. All were agreed that while baptism, penance and good works 
were required of men, God had ultimately triumphed over evil, 
e leval theologians as much as Luther were con'vinced of God’s 
throughout the universe. 

^ fr reath-taking -view of life, its basic soteriological mythology, 
0 ering much consolation to those burdened by the cares and e'vils of 

ewor ond at the same time providing such ample reserves of power 

or the sacerdotal order, had been entrusted by Clmist to His Church to 
(a A tv ^ ^ ®^l-''^stion of mankind. Although every baptized Christian 
mPTriVic * every man and woman in the western world) was a 

CbiirrVi^'^ Vr oircumstances had largely made the 

was - 03 .? ministers. The participation of the laity 

monastic active; though many were drawn to the 

held had exercise of good works. The Church, it vfas 

error eradiraTT^L teaching, prevented the intrusion of 

tradition and w safeguarded the creeds, enshrined a living 

to ^Zister r to load in worship and 

high priest secundum ^ ^as Himself that great 

entrusted the care of .v but He had in particular 

St. John, xxi, 2lf was helft 

sequent bishop of Rome Tbp through him to every sub- 

■ o Church was governed by bishops as the 
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successors of the Apostles hut they owed their jurisdictional power to 
the Pope. The divine hierarchy was mirrored in the Church as in the 
State by its threefold order and its manifold ministry. The Pope, in 
virtue of his divine appointment, was there to lead earthly kings to 
the throne of God, to chastise and to rebuke as well as to encourage 
and to support. He had the power to impose spiritual sanctions, of 
which excommunication was the most %videly used. His authority was 
such that it seemed to run in the coirrts of heaven as well as those of 
earth, for in some sense, Papa est Deus. 

Th e nia astr^as-thii sJthe cornerstone of the fabric of medieyalj^e.^. 
He celebrated the sacraments, bapItizeHTTieard^on’fessiims, gave pen- 
ance and absolution and administered extreme unction. Above all 
else he celebrated the sacrifice of the Mass, repeating at the altar the 
sacrifice of Christ (though in no way detracting from the sufficiency of 
the Sacrifice of Calvary), a propitiation for the hving and for the dead. 
Mass, as a medieval English writer put it, was the ‘highest prayer that 
holy Church can devise for the salvation of the quick and the dead’ 
when the ‘priest offereth up the highest sacrifice and best offering 
that any heart can devise, that is, Christ, God’s Son in Heaven, under 
the form of bread and wine’. At the words of consecration there was, 
it had been generally agreed since the early Middle Ages, a miraculous 
change in the ‘ substance ’ of the Bread and Wine, which became the 
Body and Blood of Clirist, although the accidents remained the same. 
T he priest, ig noble«Ahough'>^h&^might-bev-lield--the-.T)Ower of life and 
death in medieval ^sopiety.-- 

”'~TEe'XEurch was then the focal-point of a predominant ideology. 
Its contribution to life and culture cannot be doubted. "Whatever its 
shortcomings, it invested a world that was still barbarian and crude 
mth deep ideals, with high standards of behaviour and with the charity, 
love and humanity which stemmed from the Gospel it was there to 
propagate. It provided a career open to talent, for the humblest-born 
cleric had a chance, albeit a remote one, of a cardinal’s hat. It never 
lost sight of its basic function. It fostered learning and art, architecture 
and music; it gave impressive examples of courage and piety, self- 
sacrifice and supreme devotion. It is doubtftd whether any society 
housed such a treastue of rich spirituality or, for all its accretions, so 
splendid a ceremonial and litmg^’’. Its devotion to the Blessed Virgin 
Mary and the saints enhanced the standing of women and humanised 
its Puritanism of outlook. It was, however, severely paternal in its 
attitude. Castles and churches were the great buildings of the Middle 
Ages, epitomizing for the ordinary man the earthly and the spiritual 
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lordship and tutelage by which he was bound. The Chiu*ch imposed 
its will by a mass of sanctions and maintained itself by a host of 
demands, fiscal as well as spiritual. It was the greatest property- 
owner in Europe and it had assimilated temporal as well as spiritual 
lordship. 

It would not tolerate any defiance of its authority, especially in those 
fundamental matters where rebellion was sinful and satanic. Within 
the acceptable area of theological speculation there w'as ample oppor- 
tunity for deep, penetrating and critical debate; it was within this 
framework that scholastic thought itself developed. There were in the 
early Middle Ages comparatively few challenges to the teaching of the 
Church; hut the Alhigensians represented a real tlmeat to its doctrinal 
position in the late twelfth and early thirteenth century. The Church’s 
reaction was instructive. It readily invoked the power of the State and 
approved force to support persuasion in preventing the spread of 
heterodoxy. Medieval man was therefore as much conditioned to the 


acceptance of a certain ideology as a modern communist, and like the 
communist he could not speculate or teach or act outside the conven- 
tional frontiers without danger to liimself and society. The reasoning 
which lay behind such intolerance was similar. The modern coro- 
heli ces that the dissemination of ideas crl tiS^l^t^h'dgtllytgthe 
pBlosophy r ep resentTa ‘ social infection which can 
cmnmuhityl^’TlTe^^me^ievai theologian 
ewise eld that a denial of the accepted ideology endangered the 
soul of the heretic as well as the good weal of the whole people. In 
genera , t en, medieval men and women were bound to accept that 
e was not merely a structure of belief that was essential to their 
• ? ® "vation, as well as to the well-being of individuals and 
soHptv*’ nt t lat there also existed by divine interposition an order in 
was pttitL ^ lated this salvation to men and women and which 
The impose sanctions to preserve its authority. 

which -nro "'^tnessed significant developments, 

eSo*'"' The inc"e..e i« 

colonisation of Europe, with consequent land hunger and 

tivity came to a ^ farming and increased produc- 

subsequent nlaT ^ ^l^ck Death (1549) and 

rentals from lanT!i ^ Middle Ages the population declined, 

of the feudal fabrin r • li®lped to hasten the transmutation 

from.h.settenttaercS’'- 

. _ ^ remained static or even declined whilst 

lo 
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and TOMcal T of “oor, tended to rise. Economic 

*e f''® of commutation, enablinff 

tdC anVc '““‘O’ ■foo- His petsonj 

im^T oomparanve prosperity gave the peasant a sense of liis 

resSthanhT*J’l,“'^ ?7 “"“"loontly have made him more 
ne,“ hat 4e 1, l I""”, l a" *0 Church which, 

nSe ^ ’■oo'oto. was the more 

S^tuX f ‘"0" •“ ontanXte hfmseH 

ecclesiastLf .1 ■'/ '“out done economically) from 

itself. ominion, if the opportunity for doing so presented 

inSlh-^^verrer been seriously affected by the fall 

as they seemed, ‘^^^bning rentals represented, more especially 

Some asforTT by raising rents or reviving services, 

recovered froT^"^ Teutonic Order of Knights, never effectively 
helped to makft tR depression. Economic factors certainly 

Werly on .t%l ^bey had heel 

steadily^ncreasinff-^d pnnces of Germany whose authority was 
eyes on the evt econoimc reasons both looked with hungry 

Church. "" buildings and treasure of Se 

inevitabl/^a^ecte^'by^he^^^^^^^ prevaffed. They too were 

standard of living led to a sustained demandT ’ ® improved 

conditions may weU have favoured th^f ^ ^r goods. Their economic 
life of fifteenth-centuiy Europe At importance in the 

of goods, especially of cereals, was declin^ w ^be price 

nse slowly and steadUy in subsequent yeif w but beg^ to 

remained more or less unchanged Thp T ^be other hand 

in relatively comfortable circumstancp<= ^°^bers were therefore 
the fifteenth century. The increasing- i decades of 

of burghers sponsored a growing disli^^^^ educated class 
privilege which they regarded as the r ecclesiastical power and 
lordship. In some towns the middle-cI^^K^°^ ^ discredited feudal 
were jealous of the property and positio ^ ^^^liers and the proletariat 
of the Church with which they w'ere clo^l° greater merchants and 

ments, and if what has just been ivritt^ ^ aligned. Economic develop- 
western and central Germany much th more particularly to 

roughly throughout western Eimonp ®^e picture could be drawn 

P ’ «iay weU have created fertde soil 
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for anti-ecclesiastical movements, even if they did not themselves 
precipitate the Reformation or indeed call it into being. 

The political developments of the later Middle Ages also worked 
towards a diminution in the institutional power of the Church and the 
weakening of its pretensions. The assimilation of the recently re- 
discovered works of Aristotle led to the acceptance of the behef that 
the state was a natural, organic development and that the ultimate 
source of its power and authority was to be found in its citizens. In the 
fourteenth century William of Occam severely criticised the papal 
claim to temporal dominion, and Marsiglio of Padua would have 
excluded the clergy from aU but purely spiritual functions, holding 
that the Church was no more than a mystical sodahty of believers. 
Moreover the canonists were themselves hinting that authority 
over the Church was vested, not solely in the Pope as the successor 
of Peter, but in the populus christianus, the ecclesia Christi, a notion 
that received fuller and more definite expression in the concUiar 
movement at the start of the fifteenth century and which was 
fundamentally and diametrically opposed to the long-held belief 
about the plcnitudo potestatis of the Pope. 

The revival of the Holy Roman Empire by the house of Luxemburg 
in tlio early years of the fourteenth centmy had served to indicate the 
eaknoss of the Imperial institution, and under the Hapsbm-gs who 
acceded to the Imperial tlnone in 1458 the futility and executive 
impotence of the Imperial title was further underhned: the reality of 
t le apsburg power came from the family’s own territorial estates 
d)'nastic marriages which the Hapsburg emperors arranged 
to subsidise and extend their influence. The Holy Roman Emperor 
e ertn elj the first of the German princes and of the other diverse 
au loriUes, ukes, princes, bishops, imperial cities, who were repre- 

Imperial Diet and who made up the 
tlZTv oi powers which constituted the Holy 

ndv^nt-. German princes had themselves taken every 

nutono'i^-° ^/"i nnreformed Empire to develop their own 

If many respects achieved virtual independence, 

manors could be regarded as having in temporal 

power conve^olv'^'^^ ^miW to that of the Pope, a reduction in his 
v.-orso for wear estate. Yet, gimcrack and the 

cnntura- the' nU at the end of the fifteenth 

■ iSSvhte xfat rT title remained, 

and the Spanish developed in France, England 

J>pamch kingdoms, each in its turn iwnning greater power 
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over the Church and church appointments to the exclusion of papal 

in uence. Even in Italy itself there had been a real delimitation of 

pap prestige as the Papacy’’, pressed by circumstances, tended to be- 

^me one among the disputing Italian states. . The rise of nation al 

r^^!2^S^®"^°^-^^is,Jirst-time-.made-apparent- the Italian character 

All this ’vvas assisted by tlie greater part that laymen 

p ^ of state as in local administration. The development 

^wer, itself a thi-eat to the oecumenical authority of the 

tViB ^ -r ■ Paralleled by an improvement in and extension of 

niimR education of the laity. An increasing 

Inral aT ° were doing jobs in government, in diplomacy and 

clermr which had previously been the monopoly of the 

not clr» 11 ^ training and, fortified by Roman law, were 

uunn ^ teaching of the canonists and to encroach 

upon ecclesiastical privileges. 

adaot confronted \vith a rapidly changing situation, failed to 

indeed effectively to the needs of the develojng society. It was 
latpr ^ immense disadvantage by its own liistory in the 

quartPT^ -^os. From 1305 to 1370 the Papacy had had its head- 
Thp ^ enclave inside France at the fair city of Avignon, 
seekimr discerned something of their true function, 

chara^n,.^ ^ international arbiters, but their cosmopolitan 
their rln ui t e view of their contemporaries sadly tarnished by 
involvp»t +V, with France. Moreover their absence from Rome 

natial Qpp constant war in Italy. The growing efficiency of the 

w£ all expenses of a luxurious curia, the heavy cost of 

for overburdened the papal finances and created demands 

return frn ^ a exacerbated the national states. The Papacy’s 

Chric+QT,.! vignon to Rome gave rise to the scandal of a disunited 

claimed th^’ti?^ popes, and from 1409 three, 

seemed t ^ere the true successors of St. Peter and they all 

bv thp Tn° ''Pvove the validity of their claims to apostolic authority 
unity of 'tT character of their pontificates. The restoration of the 
which m ouian Papacj’- accomplished by the General Council 
Council f Constance did not mean a revival of its brightness. The ^ 
movem ° t which had ended the schism condemned heretical 

effecdvpl^ persons of the Lollards and Hussites) -^vithout 

ext the abuses which had been criticised to an increas- 

^he Ch ^ Vi ^ vigilant churchmen. Indeed abuses and corruption in 
uaore ni^’ ’• than those of an earlier period, if now 

cise , It is impossible to know, constituted a grave scandal 
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to 


and in the long mn efTorcsc fet 

reformers. * Vv e leave it to x-ou to jneve'. c ^ 

one of his cardinals in 1460 ,'Rodrico Borsia (the fatnre Pope Alexander 

Sf it i, ^ *„.,^yjgij-Is,top€lt 


rroracanda tor immamsis a 

i£ve’. Pins E vrrcte reproxiiigl)' 


LZl i-ruL** Ixocrzco 1 

E it E becoming in one of vonr fadtion to tor b^-j -- 1 . 
them xvith frrit-c spend the vrhole dajin 


uj^ ... and. ^ucv. to j 

every Jdnd of pleasure. ’ The Jopes themselves, fearful of the threat to 
their authoritT that a general coundl represented, eventually cmshed 
the condliar movement and halted or^disressrded the demand for 
teform. 

concentrated their attention to an 
=— their hold on their Italian posses- 


T** 

- hfteenth-centuiy popes concentrated tneir - 

• extent on strengthening their hold on their Italian posses 

tilin’ ''' provided a far greater proportion of their tevenu® 

receiv^^ countering the reduced income that they 

a^veZ? T “ a Sole- Papal revenues had been 

obU<.ed f Schism that curial offid^ 

hfteentli \ sources of revenue. The popes of ^ 

either sinpr sixteenth century established colleges of o c j 

increase tlip^*^^ T ■'vith a very- limited function, -which 
2,000 of thGs?^m it has been calculated that in lo-® ^ 

about 2i millin^ ^^^syrere venal, ‘representing an invested ^ 

gold florins’ .J? Borins and an annual interest of about oOO, 
“lajor stumblinrr this curial bureaucracy constitute 

time there wa«; n ’ to any scheme of church reform. At the sa 
sations and increase in the income dra-cvn from dispen 

alum minoT at Tolfn"?^' exploitation of the newly-disco^^®^ 
su >=(:quistii\y fouf/^ht t ^ further to the papal income} and the op 
J^urkia, alma and ® monopoly by forbidding the import o. 

Neapoiruof ^^ongh the Medici bLk the outpul 

adv?’ frr rZv":ri though ^vithout great success 

ofih,.;^ may ’ *^“t at a price. The popes and those wb( 

stahiliiVa?,'T'‘-5’ in Italy al ^i^e consolidation and extensiot 
but even tli,. ‘^frective gy pre-requisite both for financia 

the charactor*”f^^*^ devout Catliol-^^^*°° ^^®^^ ^^® Petrine function 
panied it, ^ curia and th^ aould not deny the deterioration it 

Tlio CliurG],. r M ^ seeming secularisation that accom- 

Christians -vvlii , ^°duro to capit i- 

illustrated iis‘*'strlf°*’ ^be devotion ol 

'I’lioro was a een,.;’"® mability tn '^as clearly not lacHng, 

liturgy, to by.pfjj, "® desire to cut the signs of the times. 

aridity of theolon^ ^be superfluities of the 

*tti exposition and to elir 
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-vvliich afilicted the secular and religious life of the 
*?i«?H,y5tical^witirigs, and j)f •vyorks of devo- 
for lay people exemplines the spiritual lifdoLthe-fift^omir 

cwitury,__ 

It ^o^dbe fair to say that the eslahlishment had boon sapped from 
vithm. fhere had been developments in the field of scholastic learn- 
wg which certainly harboured potential change. The thirteenth 
entuiy had seen a great revolution, precipitated by the newly-redis- 
vere works of Aristotle, as a result of which the dominant Augus- 
mamsm had been significantly modified by Thomas Aquinas and his 
owers. Thomist ideas were themselves challenged in the ensuing 
penod, more especially by Duns Scotus and William of Occam, 
nough there had been some attempt, notably by the Englishman, 
radwardine, to revive Augustinianism, the prevailing aca- 
ic current brought theology and philosophy under the control of 
mina st teachers who drew their original inspiration from Occam. 

discarded the Thomist sjmthesis of faith and reason. 

, ’ Occam had declared, ‘that no universal is existent in any 

.-ij atsoe\er outside the mind of the knower.’ If this was so then 
un w knowledge was intuitional and metaphysical knowledge 
virt knowledge of the extra-mental universe was 

• ^ impossible. This meant that truths of natural religion were 

capa e of demonstration. ‘We hold’, Occam commented in a dis- 
ussion of the soul and its attributes, ‘these three truths by faith 
Man was forced to accept that which faith and revelation 1 
rovi e for him. If Occam clearly opened the ■way to absolute scep-| 
lasm, he at once closed it by stressing the arbitrary will, the sove-l 
m^ty and the power of God. / 

^ is a difficult j ihilosophv. to . interpret.and to understand; 
nor IS there universal agreement as to its significance} but it radically 
p the climate of academic thinking, acting as acid on the 

stian aristotelianism of the previous century ■with its ‘concep- 
*^ion , as Professor Knowles has put it, ‘of an ordered, interlocking 
umverse which in its turn was permeated by, and dovetailed into, the 
economy of supernatmal grace’. Through their assertion that the 
truths of natural reason may not be demonstrated and depend entirely 
On a revelation that springs from the arbitrary will of God, the 
nominalists alternatively prepared the way for scepticism or an ex- 
treme and unreasoning fideism. Further their neglect of tradition 
made possible an ultimate reliance on Scripture alone. There can be 
little doubt that they contributed to important developments in the 
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realm of logic and of mechanics hut their predominance in imiversity 
teaching not merely reduced the standing of theology hut may we 
have helped to foster the general atmosphere of uncertainty that pre 
vailed at the end of the fifteenth century. Certainly the rarefied air 
the schoolmen breathed helped to remove further the contact between 
theology and the common man, and stimulated both the study of t e 
mystics and the reading of pious works of simple, scriptural devotion. 

In one respect the Church may be said to have come to terms tyit 
contemporary developments; but in so doing it helped its own undoing. 
Apparently more and more an Italian institution, the Papacy could not 
disregard the revival of art and literature taking place so close to its 
borders. Popes soon became the patrons of the new humanism, tolera 
ting to a surprising degree ideas that were superficially pagan, epi 
curean and cynical. Lorenzo Valla and his colleagues aimed penetrating 
darts at the court which patronised them and the faith it held. When 
humanism went further afield, its critical potentialities became even 
more plainly apparent. Erasmus, its major prophet, did not mere 3 
thrust scholasticism out of doors but by his editions of the early 
Fathers and of the Greek Testament provided the instruments which 
could he easily utilised to challenge the teaching and practice of the 
Church. Nor was this all. He and his fellow humanists writing on the 
eve of the printing press made available for a wide public sathica 
writings which held monks and clerics, miracles and slirines, in ridicu e 
an isrepute. The power and position of the clerical order had been 
undermined some time before Luther enrolled as a student at the 
mversity of Erfurt. As early as 1465 Pope Pius II, appealing o'" 
upport^ or his crusade against the Turks, commented bluntly t at 
infant Tn ^ laughing stock, the very name of cleric is an 

tion qU pleasure, hoard up money', serve am 1 

cloaks mules or pedigree horses, spread out the fringes of our 

amnle bnnf° cheeks under our red hats an 

players and hunting, spend freely upoj 

a lie. Many of the r*’ ™tbing in defence of the faith. Nor is it 

to speak tba t ardinals and other courtiers do all these things and, 

excessive.’ luxury and extravagance of our Curia is 

Moreovei* • 

strength of * anti ul heresy and the continued and growing 

clericahsm, an contributed to all this. AnU' 

hood, was in uiantT'^^'" eature of any society dominated by a pn® 
order from which ^ ®pontaneous outburst against a privileg® 

men could not, without spiritual and other penalti®s, 
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free themselves. It was fostered by the Church’s demands for money, 
in e orm of tithes and fees, and by the oft apparent contrast betAveen 
me lives of the clergy and the teaching of the Gospel wliich they were 
prodaim. Except for the Albigensians, heresy for the most 
tbp ^ neen sporadic and in the main individualistic. Then at 

° B ® century the Lollards in England and the 

in tb made a resolute challenge to the existing order 

intrirf’ texture of their thought may still have been 

don ^ Lollard leader, John Wyclif, was an Oxford 

ap-e a rl ^ ^ failure to win papal preferment and royal patron- 

have h ^ P^ginator of the Bohemian movement, John Hus, may 
Germn^^^ primarily concerned with expressing Bohemian dislike of 
to a xjT rience and domination; but Lollard and Hussite teaching 
cover extent cut at the roots of Catholic orthodoxy and 

see in^^^^* ^ frardly surprising that at a later date Luther came to 
ance \ ‘tvf ^ earber exponent of his teaching; though closer acquaint- 
Lollar^ * '’Tork would have revealed important divergences. The 
death" effective force within 50 years of Wyclif ’s 

flict Avitb ■'^®ry much reduced in strength. Their con- 

Lhe Lollard^ Chiuch had been, however, as seminal as it was lengthy. 


teach' ri’j imprisoned and biuned, but Lollard tradition and 

The ^ ^ooipletely die out, especially in the north of England. 
^ leman heretics, divided among themselves, had been subdued 
^ oody Avar; but the movement lived on and filtered 
Avo^H^ other parts of central and eastern Europe. The western 

1 aware to an extent that it had never been before of the 

cti^lenge and danpr of heresy. 

t is indeed plain that tOAvards the end of the Middle Ages there 
vas a current of dissatisfaction AAdth organised religion. Much of this 
Avas incoherent and indeed inarticulate, and arose from self-interest 
^ resentment of the domincmce of the Church as an institution. 

here Avas no effective challenge to the fundamentals of belief, for it 
Avas not a sceptical age albeit there was an element of anxiety and a 
ack of assurance discernible in certain circles. All in all it was indeed 
a fideistic era, outAvardly manifested in its splendid neiv chmches, in 
Its books of devotion, in its mystical AA-ritings, in its vocations, in the 
treasury of ordinarj^ religion, in the prayers, AA-ishes and hopes that 
illuminated many a human testament. There Avere feAV signs of any 
real demand for doctrinal reformation. Yet:the-Avinds-Df"change~h'ad 
cl oudy the fift eenth-century-— sky-- If an outstanding personality 
shbuT^fm^e a prophetic chaUenge to the existing order, the signs 
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suggested that he might receive a favourable response. If it is a 

truism to say that i n Mar tin Luther^the,hour-and-the-nian”had-mrt, 

it is difficult to deny 'that "here was a personality who left an impens 
able mark upon the age in which he lived, splintered the unity o 
Cliristian Europe and destroyed the domination of the Roman Churc 


26 



CHAPTER 


Luther’s Early 
Life and Education 

1485-1512 


Martin Luther was descended from a long line of free peasant pro- 
prietors, but he was educated within town walls and consequently 
absorbed an urban culture and outlook. Yet he was basically a man of 
the people introduced by time and circumstances into social groupings 
Afferent from those in which he had been brought up. His physique, 
his shrewdness, the occasional crudity of his language were in part an 
inheritance from his Thuringian peasant ancestors but equally they 
characterised the industrial workers to whom his father came from 
the countr^'side subsequent to Martin’s birth at the small Saxon town 
of Eisleben on November 10th, 1483. His father, Hans Luther, as a 
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younger son had decided to see \Yhether he could better himself as a 
copper miner in the town. If Martin’s later comments are to be trusted, 
life was often hard in his early years. Ho remembered vividly the 
picture of his mother with wood on her back, availing herself of the 
customary privilege that permitted the peasants and workers to bnng 
fuel from the communal forest. But, unlike his brother, a drunken 
good-for-nothing, Hans prospered. He became a respectable member of 
the middle class and, by the time that Martin was eight years old, he 
was serving on municipal committees at the town of Mansfeld, where 
he had moved the year after Martin was born. He owned his o\vn 
house. He became a joint lessee of mines and furnaces. Wlien in 1507 
his son, recently ordained to the priesthood, celebrated his first Mass, 
Hans gave the monastery 20 florins. Ho was indeed a self-made man, 
rather dominating and determined, on occasions passionate, yet ■withal 
affectionate and kind. 

Martin’s early upbringing seems to have been conventional enough. 
It has been argued that the harsh punishments which he, with most 
others of his age, experienced during childhood formed traumatic 
experiences which left a permanent mark on his sensitive personality. 
There is no real evidence that this was so, but he was e'vidently a boy 
of strong feeling upon whom his everyday en'vironment made a deep 
impress. He imbibed, and never lost, the religious mjThology of his 
peasant background. The man who so acutely criticised the existing 
order of^ church government and was able to formulate new and 
penetrating doctrinal propositions believed all lus life in demons and 
in the spiritual powers of darkness. His mother suffered from the 
attentions of a neighbouring witch to such an e.xtent that ‘she felt she 
ought to treat her -with great deference and propitiate her, for she 
caused such agony to her children that they screamed as if they were 
at “path’s door ’. Evil spirits disturbed the weather, ruined the crops 
an rought sickness to man and beast; men were drowned in the 
nver Elbe (which passed tlirough Wittenberg) by their agency. 
The universe was the scene of constant strife between God and the 
Devil, and their respective agents. If Christ was ultimately victorious, 
had indeed already triumphed, yet the Christian life was a continuous 
and losing struggle. To the fear evoked by his father’s anger Luther 
had to add the alarm created by God’s wrath. ‘ He who quivers at every 
word of his father and mothbr’, he wrote later in a sermon, ‘for the 
remainder of his existence wiU fear a rustling leaf’, and a rustling 
leaf could be a manifestation of divine displeasure. ‘We are not 
afraid for every breath of God, and we stand upright, and yet 
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leaf assume^hTf J a harmless dry leaf! At such a rustling a 

'vhere a little L f Wrath of God, and the whole w'orld 

end small.’ ^ swaggered in our pride appears shrivelled 

school at Mamf comment. He went first to the Latin 

V the Brethrerof the ^ ^ taught 

Magdeburg and hnnli the populous, busy city of 

pleasantly situ t r) • ^ academy at Eisenach, a small town 

farmed It ^ ^ ^ agricultural district where his relatives 

learning thou h\^^^ suppose that he enjoyed the demands of 
panied it. At 1 ^ l^ave resented the discipline which accom- 

't^'ging the r+ kept in touch %vith one of his teachers, 

klelanchthou W Saxony to grant him a pension. ‘Here’, as 
tedious discinV^ completed the study of grammar’, a 

a university^ under medieval conditions, preparatory to entering 

Erfurt in M Mansfelt’ matriculated at the University of 

than some of V then 18 years old, perhaps a little older 

father who h A ■with an adequate allowance from his 

able intell rt^ advance, and endowed •with consider- 

an ecxf • ^“ikty. Although Erfurt was affected by something 
of fin j- during Luther’s time, it was a prosperous 

enjoyed ^ university had been founded in 1597 and 

lived at reputation. Luther hke many of his fellow students 

Universit kail of residence, in his case that of St. George, 

serious ^ vf pkere, as it has always been, a strange blend of the 
contem^ ^ the improper and the pious. If some of Luther’s 

''’5'ere 'jvere hard-working, conscientious students, others 

The j^’^^°*ksciphned and lusty, d rawn to beer, brothels and brawls, 
unive^ . uther recalled some of the more unedifying featiues of 
jjg. life, but the charge of debauchery made against him by his 

th fovmded on insubstantial e'vidence. If he was neither 

en or later unready to s^vill heady draughts of ■wine or beer, the 
ursuit of knowledge and the practice of dialectic formed the staple 
n^e ients in his life. He did not easily forget the ceremony of 
iniUation wliich inaugurated his career at the imiversity. 

Tiat did Luther study dining his years in that provincial Saxon 
town? Later in life he attacked remorselessly the scholastic method, 
Diore especially the neo-Aristotelian thought, of his university 
teachers; but it is impossible to doubt the impact which it made on his 
impressionable mind at the time. Tlie University of Erfurt was by late 
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medieval standards the centre of modern studies. Its professors held 
fast to the nominalistic scholastic methodology of the fourteenth- 
century writers, William of Occam and his more recent exponents, 
notably Gabriel Biel of Tubingen. The university’s Rector, Jodocus 
Trutvetter, had written several textbooks on logic and another 
lectvuer, Bartholomew Arnold! von Usingen, was the author of a 
short natural history replete with neo-Aristotehan learning. Initially 
Luther was not, however, concerned with the bleak heights of 
nominalist learning. He undenvent a rigorous training in logic and 
syllogistic method, first in logical formulae and propositions as cate- 
gorised in the Summulae logicales of Petrus Hispanus and then in the 
technique of demonstration and proof, founded on the Analytics of 
Aristotle. 

This training, which had severe limitations, was very necessary for 
the intellectual exercises, debates or disputations in which all univer- 
sity students had to participate. It equipped the student with rules and 
formulae which enabled him to argue cogently ^Yithin the identifiable 
field of medieval scholasticism j medieval argument was not unlike an 
intricate game of chess, a penetrating intellectual exercise and a 
training for the mind but in itself devoid of contact with the realities 
of existence. It provided the inquirer with the tools and instruments 
with which he could utilise best the knowledge at his disposal. Know- 
ledge itself, consisting in the main of set texts, commentaries and 
systematic encyclopae^a, received but not empirical, rested as a super- 
structure on strata of classified lo^cal formulae. Within its recogm'sed 
frontiers, it could be an exciting, even a tluilling pastime, but equally 
it could be, and often was for the dull student, an arid and tedious 
study. Occasionally students ventvued to lighten the heavy load of 
scholastic disputation by facetious interpolations, Luther remembered 
that they once discussed at Erfurt the problem as to why St. Dominic 
was represented with threatening fingers and St. Francis with out- 
stretched hands; one student interjected that Dominic was supposed 
to be saying; ‘ O Francis, what wicked chaps you have in your order ! ’, 
and to this Francis was replying: ‘What can I do about it?’ In fact, 
while the scholastic method may have been an excellent exercise for a 
keen mind, it discouraged experiment and in practice made almost 
impossible any research into matters wliich lay outside the accepted 
syllabus or were out of sympathy with the established ideology. 

In spite of the forceful way in which Luther later repudiated the 
scholastic method, there can be little doubt that he owed much 
to the mental training or gymnastics to which he had to submit 
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2 Luther as an Augustinian Friar, aged 57 
From an engraving by Lucas Cranach, 1J20 


ranaHn^*^ scliool and University. It developed his extraordinarily 

of the arch-contro- 

nointsin ViU * time, giving him the capacity for detecting the weak 
nresentatin arguments and for presenting a clear and logical 

Ssm a?wo ? l^tef to attack schdas- 

essential in/rrecT ®opWstry, he never denied that logic was an 

assistance i^i ^ ^cation or that logical argument was of 

scrintm-al truth^TL^ meaning of human history and 

the^mental tra'i discarded the apparatus of 

Sophy md th°ob'g!.°iTTs S»H eC^’T"’^ “ 

explain the covr^S nf r 1 ^ ^ ’ enough even now to simplify and 

bSaS^ of thT? f\f'^o“th-century nominalist thought, in part 

booauso o£ the compaxauyoly Kttfe headway that ha, he» made Lo 
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workers. Luther’s basic 
Germ^ no Occamist, in the sense that 

tive .t Gabriel Biel was the leading representa- 

FrandscTr fourteenth century 

, "it “d those whi 

and rpac ^ effectively fractured the careful synthesis of faith 

Pu^oTeth’ and pliilosophy, which Thomas Aquinas had 

Lid that^^h V^^'^ons century in his Summa Theologian. They 

Human t^ian the single empire that Aquinas had created. 

^dTconr F experience, 

themll f • entities and facts which exist in and by 

means IT‘ H their relationship to each other by 

wLn tL knowledge, theology, cannot be 

can hard! •‘f 7^^' ky ordinary rational definition it 

nTviSx^rd as knowledge. It is incapable of verification, 

knowledtrp ^ P cannot be ascertained inTl^same way that human 
can bp / ‘known’ as everyday experience 

reLt ° philosophy, that usuahy kLwn as 

theinT^ll T w defenders, the nominalists had captured 

tne intellectual fortresses of fifteenth-centuiy Europe. 

onePiL« presuppositions, nominalism might have seemed to 

practice philosopliic doubt and theological scepticism; but in 

have L v! ° ^^adoxically doubt and scepticism would 

neffativ f destruction of nominalism itself, since its 

the^.nv? '^“^^°''“tered by the stress which its advocates laid on 
could r k^^JiksallLcentury theologian 

witESiir implications „to,an ultimate concluSon 

. ^.l^»d“genng,society and his own immortal soul by perpetrat- 

snfrnlTP'- nominalist might readily spec'ulate but his 

'^thin an ideological frame- 
thus able to 

tkoni • apparent dichotomy between verifiable knowledge and 
sover? i stressing the necfissitj^ofiJaithand^the^-bitraiy 
y-of^od. God’s existence was as axiomatic as the notions 
cnnd absolutely free, at liberty to save or 

mpHp^^ ^ whom He willed. Men could not be properly said to 
PTil alone to earn it by works or charity. They could 

fih7f \kat salvation was a matter of faith. There was no 

nhUn^ « about human salvation. Yet equaUy the nominalist 

pmjosopher readily believed that God has decreed the way of salvation 
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2 Luther as an Augustinian Friar, aged 57 
trom an engraving by Lucas Cranach, 1520 


his mind at school and university. It developed his extraordinarily 
capacious memory. It enabled him to become one of the arch-contro- 
versialists of his time, giving him the capacity for detecting the weak 
points m ^ ‘s opponents arguments and for presenting a clear and logical 
presentation of his position. Although he was later to attack scholas- 
ticism^ as word play and sophistry, he never denied that logic was an 
essenti ingredient in education or that logical argument was of 
assistance m unravelling the true meaning of human history and 
scriptur truth. The man of feeling never discarded the apparatus of 
the mental training which he sought to abrogate. Without it his 
theology would undoubtedly have been the poorer. 

^ ^ of logic was itself the prehminary to the study of philo- 

^ difficult enough even now to simplify and 

W e corpus of fifteenth-century nominalist thought, in part 
because of the comparatively little headway that has been made into 
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themselves. It is possible to deduce thel^ f ^ «-^jst in and by 
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work the frontiers of which he dar?^'* ''^^hin 
resolve the apparent dichotomy beii '^°®s. Dp °gjcal frame- 
theological truth by stressing the n^!"" ''^rififbleT 
sovereignty.ot£od. God's existence^^tj^h al”T f 
of heaven and hell. But God was abso? 

condenm those whom He ixilled. Mp free , ^ notions 

nierit salvation, let alone to earn it not i, to save or 

only believe that salvation was a "°t]vs ® properlj’’ said to 
obsoluta necessitas about human salvaf^^^^^ of fv They cov 

philosopher readily believed that God ^^®t em \i* '^hore was n 

deop D^'^^hy the nomiD^'^^ 
the ^vay of salr^o^ 
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whicli the Church pronche*:. 'rhu< while lie npjH'Arctl to r<‘ifct the 
ultimate need for juslificalion hy pood work*; in that ho hold that God 
could, if He wished, save men by faith, yet iti practice he did not tleny 
that good works were pleasing to God. 1 le cortninly did not understand 
faith in the sense that the Pj-oiestnnt reformers were to construe it. 

Nonetheless, Luther's mind was impregtiated by nominalist con- 
cepts. The university courses which he followed at Lrfurt fertilised 
the soil in which his own particular doctrines were to grow. Ho travelled 
a long way with the nominalists, more especially in their insistence on 
the sovereign liberty of God; but he was to insert into their meta- 
physical discussion the pressing issue of personal s.alvation and man s 
acceptance by God. Occam had ta\ight that God need not hnv(* willed 
iustification by works but appeared to have done so; Ltithcr insisted 
that God was here and now free to choose whom He w’illed, quite 
irrespective of human merit. The nominnlicl discussion was largely 
academic. It excited men’s ndmds but it did not touch their souls. 
Significant as Luther’s indebtedness to nominalist thinking was to be, 
he transformed, indeed metamorphosed it into a recognisably different 
thoolog)', which was centred around the rcdemjitive work of Christ. 

This was, of course, what was to liappcn in the future. During his 
early years at Erfurt he followed conscientiously the courses prescribed 
by the university authorities, outwardly the serious-minded under- 
graduate of his or any other age. He gi-aduated a bachelor in 1502 and 
three years later became a master, having been placed second among 
1 7 candidates. It was the happy culmination of long years of intellectual 
^udgery. ‘What gi-andcur and splendour’, ho recalled nostalgically, 
there \Yas when one received the master’s degree! They came with 
flaming torches and presented them. I think that no earthly joy could 
be compared to it.’ What visions of the future passed through the newly 
fledged master s mind as the torches spluttered at this first great 
moment of his life ? 

His father hoped that he would bo a lawyer. Hans Luther coidd well 
be proud of himself and of his son. Ho supposed that a man of Martin’s 
gifts trained in the law would rise oven higher in the social scale. It 
was therefore with consternation that ho learned that his son had 
decided to discard his intended profession and become an Augustinian 
nar. lat was the reason for a change less astonishing in the sixteenth 
century than it w'ould be now'? A well-attested account relates that 

to Erfurt from a visit to Mansfeld on July 
--n , , was overtaken by a sudden violent summer thunderstorm. 

As he neared the little village of Stottornhoim there was a bright flash 
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of lightning and so loud a peal of thunder, all so close, that he was flunff 
0 the ^ound in an agony of apprehension. In his fear he promised 
tnat 11 tjod saved him he would become a monk. ‘ Dear St. Anne [the 
patron saint of miners]’, he prayed, ‘I will become a monk.’ It was a 
vow forced from him, he asserted later, ^terrore et agone mortis 
suAitae circumvallatus\ by the fear of sudden death. ‘Divine provi- 
ence , Crotus Rubeanus wrote to him on October 31st, 1519, ‘had an 
eye to this when, coming back from a visit to your parents, you were 
ung to the ground by a flash of celestial lightning as another Paul, 
e ore t e town of Erfurt, and so was brought about your grievous 
disappearance from our company, within the walls of the Augustinian 
nary , but others have suggested that a wound in his leg, the sub- 
sequent bleeding and fear of sudden death, acted as a stimulus to his 
ow. there is, however, nothing which makes the story of Luther in 
e t un erstorm unlikely. Luther, like other men of similar nature, 
olten mterpreted the events of his life in terms of a providential pur- 
rn ^^"dot have forgotten St. Paul’s experience on the Damascus 

th ,1 V supreme Deity directing his 

underbolts at His intended victim would have seemed an explicable 
concept to an early sixteenth-century Christian. 

qually It vvas a less sudden decision than the episode might seem 
suggest. He resented his father’s attempt to dominate his life and to 
push lum into a career which he had selected for him. When Francis 
ssisi made his act of renunciation he is reported to have said, ‘I 
y no more father Pietro di Bernardone but our father in heaven’, 
n similar fashion Luther’s decision to become a friar may be inter- 
p eted as an act of personal independence. He did not tell his father 
I fh decision until he was behind the friaiy walls. Hans 

thn ®“dy forgive or forget what he may justifiably have 

® ^ dereliction of duty. ‘Don’t you know that it is writ- 
, ihou Shalt honour thy father and thy mother?”’, he shouted 
^ table, possibly stimulated by the liquid refreshment that he 
consumed, at the feast given by Friar Martin to celebrate his first 
vaT,I-+ ^ to have been on tliis occasion that Hans questioned the 

do ^ ^ ‘ T vision which had brought his son to the monastery 

^ "o illusion and trick of Satan.’ Luther did not 

1 C y orget the scene. ‘It drove roots into my heart, as though God 
fath^ through your mouth’, he -wrote in the dedication to his 

er o ns little book On Monastic Vows. Fundamentally Luther 
tnan of independent mind. He escaped one sort of discipline to 
race another which was to be eventually far more repugnant to him. 
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There was, however, nothing very absurd or unusual in the choice 
that Luther had made. The friar and the monk, the priest and the 
clerk were a part and parcel of the social scene. Few intelligent men 
can have passed through adolescence and early manhood without 
wondering whether they had a vocation to the sacred order. The con- 
temporary Church almost certainly appeared less corrupt to them 
than it has done to its later critics and historians; they had not yet the 
advantage of having been told by publicists in what way it had betraye 
its ideals. The cardinal in rich purple silk was the colleague of the friar 
living a life of Christ-like renunciation. Luther never forgot the 
emaciated figure of the Prince of Anhalt who had become a friar 
whom he had seen begging in the streets of Magdeburg. 

The Augustinian Friars, of which Martin became a member, were 
a flourishing house, who played a vigorous part in the religious and 
intellectual life of Erfurt. Originally incorporated by Pope Innocent IV 
in 1243, the order numbered 2,000 chapters by the fifteenth centuiy. 
Moreover the original austerity of the Friars’ rule of life had been in 
part restored by reforms passed in the earlier fifteenth century. Some 
30 houses of the Saxon-Thuringian province of the order, including 
that at Erfurt, had been brought to a stricter observance of the rule by 
their Vicar-General, Andreas Proles, in 1477. His successor, John 
Staupitz, was a shrewd and sensible man who possessed deep spiritual 
perception and in time became Luther’s loyal friend. Undoubtedly the 
Augustinians’ reputation for strictness must have been a powerful 
factor in attracting the youthful graduate. He would abandon the 
study of the law, arid and mundane, to embrace the spirit of the 
Gospel. It is hardly surprising that the Epistle to the Galatians, with 
its profound contrast between the law and the spirit, was later to have 
so great an influence over him. ‘I am wedded to it; it is my Katie von 
Bora , he declared. He could not foresee when he was admitted to the 
cloister on July 17th, 1503, that the law of religion was to prove as 
hateful as the law of the world which he had now abandoned. 

Twelve years elapsed before Luther took the action which even- 
tually led to his discarding his monastic vows. If we were to believe 
Luther s own later account of these years, it would seem that they 
were misspent, a harsh and unrewarding period which ultimately 
revealed the vanity and hypocrisy of the monastic ideal. The process 
of disillusion was, however, very slow. His initial enthusiasm carried 
him though the early period of his novitiate. ‘I know from my own 
e^enence, and from that of many others, how mute and quiet the 
e usu y is during one’s first years as a priest or monk.’ He 
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unstinted zeal. ‘I had no other 
houghts than to observe my rule.’ He would be the first to suffer the 
hunuhations which connoted the sacrifice of self. He worked at the 
most menial of tasks, such as cleaning out the privy, and readily bore 

^ ® monk’, he recalled in 1555, ‘and kept 

stnctly to my order, so that I could say that if the monastic life could 

have entered.’ When he fasted, he^did 

^ -unrelenting jngour. Ho^subdued the ..temptations.of the. flesh 

repipyseless.mortification. He trained himself to a life of austerity, 
sairrT^'T^^ imagination absorb the privations and devotions of the early 
aLet •' s picture such a saint, who would live in the desert and 

anrl drink and exist on a few vegetables and roots 

j water. He studied "with meticulous industry, dredging ever 

eper t e tomes of scholastic learning, impregnating the memory 
A p ^ quotations from the Scriptures and patristic writers. 

TIIvt' ^ ° hnew Luther at this time told Matthew Flacius 

‘Martin Luther lived a holy fife among them, 
ryed the Rule most meticulously, and studied diligently.’ 

scrn-n!*i to doubt that this was so, but in his ardour and 

the R sometimes outran discretion. Spiritual pride is one of 

diffir temptations of the religious. Martin Luther found it 

cernp^ himself, possibly because he was too consciously con- 

_ . ® own salvation. It was doubtful whether he was by 

biTnc self-abnegation which he had imposed on 

STiirit? i A °^Shout life he was the victim of deep mental and 
thattb^ epression. In such low moods he found it easy to imagine 
tion myrmidons were waiting to lure him to tempta- 

later asceticism nourished a vivid imagination. His 

found ^ ^ujoyed good food and drink, and that he 

which ^ ^ his marriage. He had powers of leadership 

readily subordinated to the self-effacement of 

monastic order. 

to acV^^ however, some time before he became aware of his failure 
brou /t ^ of spiritual harmony. His natural abilities soon 

bec^m^ forefront of his order. In the summer of 1506 he 

convG friar: ‘I Avas congratulated ... by the prior, 

who iT ^ther confessor, so that I was now like an innocent child 
intero t d come forth pure from baptism’. Although he was most 
skill academic theologj', he clearly possessed administrative 

toldp * sendee of his house. In October, 1516, he 

^or ang: I require two scribes or secretaries. I spend almost all 
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my time writing letters, so that I am not sure whether I ! 

what I have said before. I am lecturer at the convent, reader during 
meals. I am also called from day to day to preach in the parish churc , 
act as regent of studies at the convent and subvicar, which mean p 
of eleven convents, have to gather the fish at Leitzkau, adminis e 
affairs of Herzberg at Torgau, lecture on Paul, edit my lectures on 
Psalms, and besides am burdened with writing letters which, as i n 
said, takes up much the greater part of my time. I have insufiicien 
time for the prayers in the breviary or for saying Mass. 1"^ edition 
all that, I have to fight against the temptations of the world, the ties 
and the devil.’ Friar Martin was then a mature man of 53 whose 
academic studies had already won him a considerable reputation. 

He had so far spent the greater part of his life in either Erfurt or 
Wittenberg, but once, probably in 1510, he had been a member o a 
deputation despatched by his order to Rome. The houses of the stricter 
tradition wished to prevent an anticipated absorption of their l^er 
brethren into a projected union of all monasteries of the or er. 
Twenty years elapsed before Luther described the impact the ho y 
city made on him, but it is doubtful whether his reactions were as 
forceful at the time. He may well have found the contrast between 
the world that he knew so well and the ostentation and laxity of papa 
Rome bewildering and perhaps horrifying. The impressions that he 
received may have opened his mind to the sins of the hierarchy. This 
was, however, the experience of many a conscientious and holy cleric 
in the Middle Ages. The visit to Rome was only made later to fit into 
the Protestant polemic. If his travels in Italy made him critical of the 
secular standards of the contemporary Church, there is no reason to 
suppose that he returned to Saxony a disillusioned or disappointed man. 

He was above all and throughout his life was to remain a university 
professor. While he was at Erfurt he had ample opportunity for study; 
under the supervision of John Paltz and John Nathin he absorbed cur- 
rent nominalist theology. After the completion of his preliminary 
course the brother went forward to theological studies which after 
tliree years earned him the title of lector with the right to instruct in 
the monastic school. Two further years of study brought the degree of 
sententiarius which allowed him to lecture on the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard. Finally the candidate for academic honours was awarded the 
licentia magistralis or doctorate. Luther’s preferment to the highest 
degree was comparatively rapid and a tribute to his learning. In the 
autumn of 1508 his order sent him from Erfurt to the little town of 
Wittenberg to lecture in the faculty of arts on the Nicomachean 
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Ethics of Aristotle, evidently to reinforce the tutorial staff of the newly- 
founded university there. After a stay of less than a year he resumed 
his studies at Erfimt where he remained until he was summoned back 
to Wittenberg in 1511. 

This was the start of his long connection with the town and univer- 
sity which lasted until his death in 1546. Wittenberg seems to have 
been a small, rather dull and uninteresting place which had won the 
affection of the reigning Elector of Saxony. He had rebuilt his castle, 
w'hich stood on its western outskirts, and decorated it with new frescoes. 
He had also reconstructed the collegiate church of All Saints which he 
intended, together with the Augustinian friary, to form the basis of a 
newly-founded university, which might challenge his cousin Duke 
George’s university at Leipzig. The Electorate of Saxony had a long 
history, and early possessed in practice autonomous power. In 1485 it 
had been divided between two branches of the reigning house of 
Wettin, the duchy passing to Duke George and the electorate to his 
cousin, Frederick. Frederick was a bluff, shrewd, straightforward 
prince who followed the contemporary fashion of patronising art and 
literature. It was behaviour becoming to a prince which ministered 
equally to liis vanity and his interest, and enhanced his reputation in 
the world at large. The little University of Wittenberg, granted an 
Imperial charter on July 6th, 1502 and approved by papal decree, be- 
came his cherished child. Under his patronage the dreary town of 
^ittenberg was to become an academic centre, and Luther its most 
distinguished professor. It says much for the Elector’s devotion to 
Wittenberg and for liis honesty of puiqiose that he should have so 
readily protected Luther in the very difficult years through which he 
was soon to pass. He neither then nor later seems to have displayed 
much spiritual perception. He had augmented the reputation of 
t c collegiate church by compiling an extraordinaiily capricious col- 

i/m'o^v ^ Meinhard’s official catalogue, drawn up in 

^ J , istcd 5,005 items, including 204 pieces associated \vith the 
children slain by Herod; one historian has estimated that the 
I, artic es^on display in 1518 carried with them possible indul- 
gences of 1_7,799 years and 116 days. The Elector’s object in making 
tlie collcaion may have been similar to that which led him to found 

fame of Wittenberg and to attract pilgrims 
been graced with deeper spiritual insight, he 
'u'n before giving his support to the man who so 

'’'""“e'J *0 xvholo notion of indulgencos. Luthcrt 
polron was a capablo, honest fellow who resented dictation, whether 
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it came from the Pope or the Emperor. In general he had his eye to 
the main chance, hut in an age of Machiavellian diplomacy he had 
more conscience them many of his contemporaries. 

Luther can have had no conception of what the future had in store 
when he went to Wittenberg, first as junior lecturer in 1508-9, and 
later as a full professor. Although he was not by any means free from 
administrative and pastoral responsibilities, his main task was academic. 
The faculty numbered some men of real distinction, among them 
Andreas Carlstadt who was at this time the chief exponent of the older 
school of theology, the Thomists or Realists, Nikolaus von Amsdorf who 
held to the Scotist tradition in his studies and Trutvetter, the principal 
representative of the nominahst school, who retmned to Erfurt in 
1510. Luther’s closest intimate was the Saxon Vicar-General of his 
order, John Staupitz, who held the Chair of Biblical Theology. Twenty 
years older than Luther, attractive, sincere, scholarly, Staupitz had 
played a leading part in supporting the friars who strove for a return 
to the original austerity of their rule. He was well versed in scholastic 
theology, in all probability more of a Thomist than liis friend, and 
genuinely concerned with the interior spiritual life. Staupitz realised 
that rehg^on did not consist in ceremonial or rule but in bringing a 
man to God, He was W'ell equipped to advise Luther in the doubts and 
difficulties that were soon to assail him. He perceived too his academic 
promise and to that end in 1512 persuaded Luther to take his doctorate 
in theology, the fees for which W'ere paid by the Elector at Staupitz’s 
request, in order that he might exchange his Chair of Moral Philo- 
sophy for that of Biblical Theology which Staupitz now held. 

For the next five years Luther was mainly but not exclusively con- 
cerned "with the study of theology. He acquired an extraordinarily 
thorough knowledge of the Scriptxures and a good command over the 
conventional equipment for glossing and interpreting them, reading 
the ponderous, erudite commentaries of the great medieval scholars. 
Much of his time w^as spent in instructing his pupils through the 
medium of lectures. Using the text of the Bible as the foimdation, 
Luther construed the book which he was studying chapter by chapter, 
verse by verse, emplojdng a gloss or commentary compiled from the 
set authors to elucidate the meaning, and adding, where necessary, 
his own comments. The medieval theologian inherited a corpus of 
material, involving often over-elaborate and sophisticated methods of 
interpretation w’hich submerged the hteral meaning in a flood of al- 
legory. The chief text was still the Sentences of the twelfth-centxny 
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theologian, Peter Lombard, for whose work even in later life Luther 
expressed his admiration. Biblical commentary had thus been erected 
into an imposing but ultimately unrealistic superstructure of systematic 
theology. Lecture courses on biblical books could last for years; Henry 
of Langenstein, it was said, had taken 13 years to cover three or four 
chapters. Under the guidance of a prosaic lecturer this form of in- 
struction was capable of becoming intolerably arid, but a genuine 
scholar could make it a rich intellectual experience. 

The defects of the approach now seem obvious. It crushed inte l- 
lectual i nitiative, b arring an y approach which didjaot-fal l within the 
accepted frame worlT of study. In the lateFhSddle Ages it had tended 
to b^ome ever increasingly elaborate. If it could be intellectually 
titivating, it bore little obvious relation to the practical realities of 
existence or to the problems of spiritual life. It was basically conserva- 
tive and pedago^c. The emergence of nominalism had in practice 
only led to the familiar stock-in-trade of the scholastic theologian 
being placed in a different juxtaposition. It had already earned the 
intense contempt of Erasmus and other humanists, and it was soon 
to merit the not wholly deserved execration of Luther himself. 

His first years at Wittenberg, however, gave no real hint of the 
future, though he was already moving quietly outside the traditional 
syllabus. He began the study of Greek and Hebrew to understand 
better the original text. He started a thorough study of the works of the 
great African father, St. Augustine. This was to constitute a landmark 
in his theological development, so that by 1516 he could describe the 
chief ingredients in his work as the Bible, St, Augustine and the 
Fathers. As early as 1509 he had written to John Braun, declaring 
that he would readily exchange the study of theology for that of the 
philosophy in which he was then engaged, ‘that theology which 
extracts the nut from the shell, the grain from the husk, the marrow 
from the bone’; and the mcirginal notes which he prepared on the 
Sentences of Lombard include some denigratory comments on Aristotle 
and the study of philosophy. 

Indeed in theological controversy he was already assertive and self- 
possessed. When the humanist, Jakob Wimpheling, criticised his 
order, Luther dismissed him as an ‘aged and distracted scarecrow’. 
Yet he was necessarily saturated in contemporary theology. His 
reasoning powers had been shaped by a training in systematic logic. 
He had become familiar %vith the different shades of meaning borne 
by theological concepts such as grace. Under nominalist influence he 
Was able to distinguish between works which were enacted before an 
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infusion of divine grace and those which had been done after it. Aware 
that God’s will was completely sovereign and unfettered, he must 
equally have seen man as inclined to sin and saved by faith. 

Moreover, his mind was beginning to be torn by inner tensions 
which the religious life had not happily solved. He was to an increasing 
extent aware of the wrath of God emd his inability either to escape from 
it or to allay it. ‘Who knows’, he asked himself after a round of 
exhausting services and mortifications, ‘whether these things please 
God? ’ ‘ The more I sweated it out like this, the less peace and quiet I 
experienced.’ The more he searched the Scriptures, the more puzzled 
he became. He seemed the victim of a spiritual conflict which was 
incapable of solution. ‘It is’, he wrote later, ‘God’s eternity, holiness 
and power which thus continuously threaten man throughout the 
whole of his life. . . . God’s ever-present judgment clutches man in 
the loneliness of his conscience, and with his every breath conveys him 
to the Almighty and Holy One to prosper or destroy.’ In his isolation 
he was confronted by God, but as yet he fought against necessary de- 
pendence upon His righteousness. And then, in the lamp-lit cell his 
readings in St. Paul and St. Augustine, illuminated by mystical 
theology , began to open new and ultimately dramatic vistas. 
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The Young Professor 
and the Beginnings of the 
Break with Borne 

1512-1518 


the evni* ^ Augustinian friar were a most vital period in 

to 1515 his theology and of his religious position. From 1512 
orthodo - 1 spiritually uneasy, moved theologically away from 

of thp ^ thinking took place within the schemata 

mercha^^ ^®val schoolmen, and his methodology was the familiar 
comment theologians of his age, text, gloss or 

mind scholia or essay; but the Sacred Scriptures in which his 

ecame so saturated formed the central feature of his study. 
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The course of lectures which he gave on the Psalms iri 
made him the more aware of the richness of St. Augustine s thou^it 
and by the time he had concluded his discourses there ^ 
hint that the discovery of Augustine 
repugnancy for Aristotle. The African saint had an 
an interior spirituality which tlirew into rehe t e ^^^d 

‘ Instead of Christ and Paul we were accustomed to l^arn Averr 
Aristotle in the schools’, he declared later, alleging 
men were to blame for tying the interpretation of Gods Word to 
Aristotelian philosophy. Throughout his life the f,, 

Luther an invaluable commentary on Christian life. J 

the Holy Christian Church portrayed with living ^ ’ 

fastened together in one place, take your Psalter, and you av ^ > 

crystal-clear mirror which will show you what Cliristiamty is. In hi 
lectures Luther still employed the fourfold exegesis familiar to me 
scholars; the Psalms were not to be taken literally but as foresha 
ing Christ, allegorising the Church, teaching right 
individual soul and referring to the end of all things, et i se 
probable that Luther came to a fresh perception of the meaning 
God’s justice during these lectures; ‘the Justice of God , e wro e 
Psalm 70, ‘is all this; to abase oneself to the uttermost and 
properly Christ expresses here’. 

In the autumn of 1515, Luther began a new course of 
St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, lasting from Novembei 3rd, 151 
September 7th, 1516. He prepared these ivith great care. Helpe ^ y 
the edition of the Pauline Epistles published by the French humanist, 
Leffe\T:e (whose commentary on the Psalms he had already used for is 
previous course), and by his study of St. Augustine (from whose ® 
there were at least some 120 quotations), he went very thoroug y 
into the meaning of the text. Before he had completed his wor 
Luther was able to make use of the new edition of the New Testament 
prepared by Erasmus. That he did so so quickly after its appearance 
shows that he was receptive to new ideas. Luther was never a humanist 
but he was ready to utilise the tools they had created. Biblical human- 
ism l(ud its impress on nominalist philosophy. His study of the G^^®® ' 
New Testament led to the steady abandonment of the medieval metho 
of exegesis and to a concern wdth the literal truth of the text, the sensus 
litcrahs, grammaticiis, historicus. He was anxious to interpret the teirt 
accurately, readily abandoning an exposition which was grammati- 
cally untenable; ‘in translating I always keep this rule; we must not 
contend against grammar’. He insisted on a good knowledge of the 

48 



THE YOUNG PROFESSOR: THE BEGINNINGS OF THE BREAK WITH ROME 


original language in which the Bible was written and very readily 
used all the lexicons, commentaries and critical editions which could 
help in elucidating the sacred text. Yet interpretation and elucidation 
were ultimately dependent upon his own religious experience and the 
apprehension of fundamental doctrinal truths to which, as he believed, 
this had given rise. ‘Languages’, he was to write later, ‘ do not make a 
theologian; they are only a help. Before a man can speak on anything, 
he must first know and understand his subject.’ 

This was not indeed plain when he started to lecture on the Epistle 
to the Romans. Even so, he appeared more concerned than he had been 
in his previous course to approach the text literally and directly. The 
text of the Epistle reinforced the emphasis on the will of God which he 
had learned from his nominalist teachers. By contrast man as a sinner 
IS hopelessly ill-equipped to win God’s favour to work out his own 
sdvation. ‘The sum and substance of this Epistle’, he tells his pupils, 
IS to disperse and eliminate all the righteousness and wisdom of the 
flesh and on the other hand to confirm, increase, and magnify sin and 
nothingness, so that finally Christ and his righteousness may enter 
into \is in place of those things which are wiped out. For in God’s 
presence man does not become just by doing just works, but by being 
just, he does just deeds.’ The impotence of the human will to procure 
man s salvation ran like a thread through his exposition. ‘ Why does 
man take pride in his merit and his works, which in no way please 
^ause they have merit or are good, but because they l^ave been 
c osen by God from eternity that they should please Hir^-^herefore 
ne have no good works except the search for grace, because our works 
0 not make us good, but our goodness, or rather the goodness of God, 
^ ^ us and our works good,?^he sinner will not be saved by his own 
exertions but by grace conf^ed from without. ‘ For God wills to save 
ns, not by a righteousness and wsdom from within but from without, 
ot t at which comes and is born from ourselves. But that which comes 
rom -without into us. Not that which rises from the earth, but that 
G ^ down from heaven.’ ‘Just is a man reckoned so to be by 

iim*’ fl®cause he is reckoned to be just by God, therefore he is 
stressed, as he continued to do throughout the remainder 
^ ns I e, that faith is much more than mere intellectual assent. It is 
bim^' ivhich enables us to commune with God and to serve 
v.ith r ^ 'vrote, ‘ a sinner, always a penitent, always right 

alist 1 V lectures showed that he had begun to shed the nomin- 
hest infuse his grace into those w’ho try their 

le umbled will is the only road to grace. ‘ In our ignorance 
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justified’, he wrote, ‘in our knowledge unjustified; sinners in fact, 

but righteous in hope.’ , 

In contrast to this harsh if realistic view of man there was the 
abundant promise not merely of faith but of what had already been 
accomplished by Christ on man’s behalf, of which the Epistle speaks. 
‘It is a mistake to believe that this evil is remedied by works, since 
experience proves that in spite of all our good works the desire for evi 
persists and that no one is free from it, not even a day-old child. But 
God’s mercy is such that, although this evil endures, it is not reckoned 
as sin for those who call upon Him and with signs beseech Him to 
deliver them. . . . Thus we are sinners and yet we are accounte 
righteous by God through faith.* The course of lectures makes p 
the direction in which Luther’s mind was working. Nourished y 
Augustinian and Pauline thought, he had become critical of the l<l®as 
which he had once firmly accepted. He sees that the human wil is 
powerless to secure man’s salvation and that God alone can save by His 
grace. He believed already that faith ultimately justifies the sinner, 
though he had not yet realised the full implications of this belief. In 
other words, he was beginning in this respect also to discard the 
nominalist ideas which had done so much to condition his thought. 
Occam had taught that God ensures that a man could be saved without 
sanctifying grace or works of merit because God’s will was total, a sola 
divina acceptatione. God was able to infuse His own righteousness into 
man so that his own sinful nature no longer counted as a barrier to his 
acceptance by God. Luther had held such views but he had now grown 
out of them. God could accept man without works of merit or sancti- 
fying grace because Christ had already by His own atonement made 
this possible. Occam’s hypothesis that God can save us if we will by 
His arbitrary decrees has been turned by Luther into the declaration 
that God has saved us arbitrarily by the work of Christ and through 
our faith in His promises. He may have originally approached the 
Epistle to the Romans from the standpoint of a nominalist philosopher 
but he had reached very different conclusions. 

It was natural that he should turn from the Epistle to the Romans to 
the Epistle to the Galatians with which it is so closely allied, and upon 
which in 1531 he was to ■write one of his most penetrating and 
important commentaries. The lectures were prepared quickly and 
were dehvered between October 27th, 1516 and March 5rd, 1517. 
A young Augustinian friar from Cologne, Augustine Himmel, who 
attended them has left a portrait of the lecturer. ‘He was a man of 
middhng height, with a voice both sharp and gentle: it wets soft in 
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His biblical studies had really opened ^ cL^d. 

and indeed hostile to that m ^hich e a Wittenberg 

In the autumn of 1516 a public dispu a j^^bout the same 

in which he opposed the nominalist teac ng are going 

time he declared that ‘Our theology a A j.g Aristotle is 
ahead, and reign in our University, ^ ^ It is marvellous 

gradually declining, perhaps into Nobody can 

how the lectures on the Sentences are »» , ke. the Bible or 
hope for an audience unless he in the Church.' 

St. Augustine, or some doctor o re £01. Luther the status 

Clearly the Word of God was already Penitential Psalms 

of a basic authority. In his exposition oj ^ i^ and in his inter- 
in 1517 he abandoned the fourfold met 0 f ^ schoolmen wb( 

pretation of the Decalogue in 1518 he cn icised ^ 

‘play with’ the meaning of the somewhat unjustly 

game. ‘When I was a monk’, the Psalter- The] 

‘they used to scorn the Bible. Nobody un e ^^ained some con 
used to believe that the Epistle to the om irrelevant to oui 

troversies about the matters of Paul s ^ ^ read.’ 
age. Scotus, Thomas, Aristotle were the bout the lecture 

This was, however, not the only interesting tber 

that he was delivering during these years. e ^i^^ses within t 
clear indications that he was concerned wit araong the cler^ 
Church, and with the low standards prevai ng gbout wth t 
‘ those foolish and impious churchmen who ^bey a’’® 


‘ those foolish and impious churchmen wn ^bink they are 
gifts which they have received from the laity an benf 

their job when they mutter a few prayers on e ^^bness of a" 
factors’. ‘One is amazed’, he declared, ‘at t e t eji a gta® 

time. Spiritual persons, those devoin-ers of any defia^' 

scale, indeed bear nothing with greater impatience^ , ^ occu 
of the liberties, rights and powers of the Churc j • g^jon, ptodai' 
they quickly let loose all the lightnings of audacity ' 

the offenders heretics and brand them with astoun Paul. • - 

^^ni6S o£ froH- nni^ tVift A-Dostles Peter 


vxxc uiitjuuers neretics ana Drana xnem vyxi.xx . — ^ 

enemies of God, the Church and the Apostles Peter pjeservi® 

Thus they proclaim that obedience and faith t-®tastst t 

j; T . > c.,/''h rntici=“ ) , 


thus they proclaim that obedience and faith consi biW 

emending and defending temporal things.’ Such cri .^gandf 
t ough they might be, were literary commonplaces at t e gbo' 
P er than the satirical -writing of a Brandt or an awac® 

Luther was becoming steadily more an .ygCbur 

^hat of his own day. 


the 

and 
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‘ sometimes 

L welt 1 “f theology. The educated laity 

L ' , “.7 '■“■“h “ the writings of the mystics a 

the ha t'l th®t unity with God which 

the hastUy-muttered offices of the Church and the aridities of 

temporaty schoWism could not provide. Luther Mmself read some 

s™ Lw of Clairvaux, St. Bonaventure and Ger! 

hW, ^ Atsiiainian Vicar-General, very probably drew 

‘7*“! ~ fifteenth-centmy Glman 

a^nw. by a ptLiye 

W^ L of that n the first g^ace as 

woman at r ■ ^ ttiust hold ourselves ever passive like a 

COIUM ““teption. For we are the bride of Christ; so before grace 

isMuettl'd b h“t when it comes and the^oul 

but onlv t ^ ^ spuat we ought neither to pray nor exert ourselves, 

SeM amT„r“r ” *tuth, difficult, and causes 

desire it talr^”n°u^* spirit surrenders all understanding and 

periSo^a ^'^ agbt into the shadows and, as it were, passes into 

S^nd 1 .f ttfction. Then the soul seeks with aU ’i« power to 

But Tael , “ fobbed of the fine^ gifts.' 

mu 5 tl 6 ^to“^*°j’’®^T‘* ““"Ptance of the divine^U 

cress from works. ‘Life does not consist in repose, but in pro- 

Luther r fS"! to better.' About the same time, probably in 1516, 

tile Tt • To ooame enthusiastic about another mystical work, 

therotw^"" writings helped to confirm 

nature , ’’O was beginning to formulate about the inward 

nature of religion. 

corsripnt-^^^ ^ spiritual strain. He had been most 

that hie f seeking to cany out the rules of his order, so much so 

involvfafl '«^^ned him against the dangers to his health that this 

ins- to n ^ ^ nionk I tried most assiduously to live accord- 

mv sine ^ rj T ^ ^ contrite, to confess and enumerate 

form 0,1 ’ ^ ^ frequently repeated my confession, and dihgently per- 

weaker m^ yet he only emerged ‘uncertain, 

reallv -n’l trolled.’ He began to wonder whether his efforts were 
von co^ easing to God. ‘Ah! ’ his friends would say to him, ‘What are 
Do ^ necessary. Just be humble and patient. 

YOU ar requires such strictness from you? He knows what 

■was iu^t good.’ But Luther remembered that God 

shadow ^ geodj and that as a sinner he stood mtliin the 

e s -wrath. ‘ In the monastery, I did not think about women, 
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or gold, or goods, but my heart trembled, and I doubted how God 
could be gracious to me. Then I fell away from faith, and let myself 
tbinlc nothing less than that I cem come under the wrath of God, 
whom I must propitiate with my good works.’ But works, he saw more 
and more clearly, would not avail to save him from the possibihty of 
eternal damnation. In 1518 he wrote: ‘Then God appears dreadfully 
angry and with him, the whole of his creation. There is no possibihty 
of escape or relief, either within or without but all is accusation. . . • 
At this moment . . . the soul cannot beheve that it can ever be con- 
soled . . . [it] is . . . left only with the naked longing for help, and 
terrifying fearfulness, but it does not know whence aid can come. 
This represents the soul stretched out with Christ, so that aU a man’s 
bones can be numbered, nor is there any niche that is not filled with 
the most bitter pain, horror, fear, and grief . . .’ 

His despair was so profound that it affected his health. He would 
wake in a cold sweat. He suffered much from constipation. The Devil 
and his agents were an unwholesome and ever-present reality. He felt 
tempted by what he described as concupiscentia, not indeed to be 
interpreted as sexual lust, but as self-love or egocentricity. He was too 
much ‘ turned in upon himself’. Possibly too the attempt to wear down 
the flesh did create the conditions for a lively imagination to work 
upon the temptations which the call to chastity and poverty reinforced. 
His involvement in teaching and administration did not provide an 
adequate outlet for his energies. He was tortured not merely by a 
sense of insufficiency but of impotence to win God’s forgiveness. ‘I 
myself’, he wrote in 1525, ‘have more than once been offended [by 
the doctrine of predestination] almost to the very depth and abyss of 
despair, so that I wished I had never been created a man, until I 
realised how salutary was this despEiir, and how neeir to grace.’ 

So mind and body, character and personality, helped not merely in 
the formation of the ideas which his rejection of Aristotelian scholas- 
ticism produced, but fostered a religious experience which led inevit- 
ably to a form of spiritualc risis. His_seii§iJiyjty_and.SGnyjulosity caused 
an almost Qbse^iye_con_cern_^th,his,own, sinful nature. The Church’s 
machinery of penitence was totedly inadequate to reassure him. It is 
impossible to treat of single sins, he urged, when the whole nature of 
man is corrupt. No man can make satisfactory amends to God for his 
sin. Indeed no man can effectively know when he is really and truly 
contrite. His friend and faithful adviser, Staupitz, did what he could 
to hearten liim, stressing the work of grace which Christ can perform 
m the human soul. ‘There is’, he told Brother Martin, ‘no true 
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pemtence which does not begin with a love of righteousness and of God, 

^ ® which others think to be the end of penitence is rather 
Its beginning.’ 

. found the answer to his spiritual anxiety in the doctrine of 

justification by faith which was to sustain him tliroughout the remain- 
der of his life. In spite of aU that he had done to try to win God’s 
tavour, he had not experienced the peace of mind which he believed 
bat acceptance by God should bring. Good works had proved to be of 
no avail. He was living in a state of spiritual tension, ever more and 
more aware of Hs own impotence and of God’s wrath, displayed through 
p ague, famne and violence, and ultimately in the punishment of heU. 

or in tins existence God punishes the impious to terrify the rest of 
the ungo% and to show them that they too ivill not go unpunished.’ 
but, he, Luther was also one of the ungodly. What hope had he of 
mercy ^He experienced the inexpressible possibihty of eternal damna- 
tion. The soul deprived of all confidence is placed in a horrifying 
con tion as a giulty criminal, standing alone before the tribunal of an 
ern ^ and angry God . . . the conscience being sentenced and con- 
. ^ immediately senses nothing but that eternal damnation which 

is Its ot; nobody can comprehend this profound experience nor indeed 
secon ary manifestations unless he has tasted it: and therefore we 
CMnot ully describe it when dealing with it. Job experienced it more 
an any other. In addition to being alarmed and terrified by God’s 
Yrat , man can find consolation in no creature and whatever he looks 
t appears opposed to him. For the whole creation acts ivith its creator: 
an especially when a man’s conscience is against Godj and as a result 
veryt ng appears angry 5 everything adds to his ■wretchedness: all 
ngs around are enemies.’ ‘In this state, hope despairs and despair 
opes; and nothing seems alive but that inward groaning that cannot 
6 uttered, in which the Spirit ascends, mo'vdng upon the face of these 
watws veiled in darkness ... no one can understand these things 
u e w 0 has tasted them. . . .’ This had indeed been Luther’s own 
oxperience. For, however virtuously I lived as a monk, in God’s 
presence I felt that I was a sinner with a most uneasy conscience nor 
any confidence that I had pleased him ■with my satisfaction ’, he 
Wote towards the end of his life. ‘I did not love, nay, rather I hated 
nis ]ust God who punished sinners and if not with “open blasphemy’’ 

Mn y with excessive murmuring I was angry wth God.’ "iiTiat 
could save him from the pit of despair? 

^ nfronted with such a challenge, he became increasingly fascinated 
y e meaning of God’s justice. It appeared less and less as the strict, 
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retributive justice which he had once thought that it was, hut as a 
gift of God made available for all his children. ‘The just’, as the 
famous plirase from the Epistle to the Romans, i, 17, put it, ‘shall live 
by faith’. ‘At last, God being merciful, as I meditated day and night 
on the interconnection of the words, namely, “the Justice of God is 
revealed in it, as it is written, ‘the Just shall live by Faith’,’’ there I 
began to comprehend the Justice of God as that by which the just lives 
by the gift of God, namely by faith, and this sentence, “the Justice of 
God is revealed in the gospel”, to be that passive justice, TOth which 
the merciful God justifies us, by faith, as it is ■written, “The just lives 
by faith”. This straightway made me feel as though reborn, and as 
though I had entered through open gates into paradise itself. From 
then on, the whole face of scripture appeared different.’ ‘Because he 
trembled before God’s punisliing Justice’, it has been stated,^ ‘felt 
himself crushed by it, and yet recognised its verdict honestly as true, 
he was enabled to apprehend its final meaning. God does not send his 
Grace alongside his justice . . . but he sends it through Iris justice. . . • 
God is nothing but sheer goodness, wliich is always giving itself.’ ‘I 
knew Christ’, he wrote, ‘ as none other than a strict judge, from whose 
face I wanted to flee, and yet could not’; but he had come to a new 
apprehension of what God’s justice should mean to the believer. If 
God’s justice is interpreted in too pedantic a fashion, then all man- 
kind must be irretrievably damned since every man is, and remains, a 
sinner in God’s sight. Luther was continuously, scrupulously conscious 
of the gravity, permeability and ubiquity of sin, that amor sui, 
the inner egoism which endlessly battles for the control of man’s 
soul. 


But because God is merciful, loving and just. He ■wills to save the 
sinner. Christ makes this possible through his sacrifice on the Cross. 
He [i.e. St. Paul] speaks against those arrogant people who believe 
they can come to God apart from Christ, as though it was enough for 
them to have believed, and thus sola fide not through Christ but beside 
Christ or beyond Christ, not needing him having once accepted the 
^ace of justification . . . but it is necessary to have Christ always, 
heretofore and to eternity as mediator of such faith ... it must be 
t rwgh faith” “through Christ” so that all that we do or are able 
to s er may be through faith in Christ, and yet in all these things we 
ac now e ge ourselves to be unprofitable servants, and by Clirist 
one, o we consider ourselves able to have access to God. For so it is 


■(vhiSiTr^ from Gordon Rupp, The Righteousness of God (1953), 
which I am much indebted in this chapter.. 
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in all the works of faith, that we are made worthy in the refuge and 
protertion of Christ and His righteousness.’ ‘Therefore we are justified 
by fmh’ and our sins are remitted ‘but it is through Jesus Christ our 

V, ^ sermon, ‘is the natme of faith that it 

0 dly takes the grace of God for granted, forms an opinion of confi- 
dence towards Him, and feels assmed that God ^vill regard him 
avourahly and not forsake him. . . . Faith does not require informa- 
tion, Imowledge or certainty, but free submission and joyful venturing 
^ nnfelt, untried and unrecognised goodness.’ 
an to throw himself completely on God’s mercy in order that 
e discover the immensity of the divine forgiveness. In one place 
irt er comp^es God iivith a master craftsman. He reveals the poverty 
of his apprentices’ work by placing their work beside his own. Then by 
demonrtrating his own work he imparts his skill to his workmen. ‘And 
^ the just God makes us worthy of credit, because he makes us like 
mse f. Man, aware of the depth of his sin, humbly prostrates him- 
se ^ efore God and justified through Christ is released from bondage 
0 sin. All that God requires of him is faith. ‘For ivithout faith it is 
imp^sible for God to work or to be with us, as he himself never does 
^yt ng without his Word. Therefore none can co-operate ivith 
unless he abides by the Word, which he can only do through 
^ ait , as an instrument cannot co-operate ivith the craftsman unless it 
IS .gasped in his hand.’ Man remains a sinner but is yet justified by 
^t in the sight of God. Semper peccator, semper Justus. ‘ God wants 
sinners only. . . . God has nothing to do •with holy men’ because a 
0 y man is a self-contradiction. God accepts ‘belie'ving sinners ’ rather 
t an sanctified saints’. ‘Christ was given’, he was to -vvTite in liis 
ommentary on the Galatians at a later date, ‘not for pretended or 
ictitious sins, but for real onesj not for little sins, but for huge ones; 
not for this sin or that sin, but for all sins . . .’ This is God’s doing 
one. Not by our merits, but by sheer election and his immutable 
nnde'vdating love are we saved. And thus he proves 
t ough all these things, not our ■will, but Ms inflexible and sure ■vwll 
o predestination.’ Yet if faith alone justifies, it cannot justify -without 
seating the good works wMch form its ine-vdtable corollary. If the 
stian is guided by the Holy Spirit and is aware of Christ’s presence 
''wtliin himself by faith his life must undergo a re-orientation. 
tT • works of Christ are absent, there Christ, too, is absent.’ 

t is faith in Christ wMch makes him live in me and move in me and 
act in me: in the same way as a healing ointment acts on a sick body 
an we are hereby not only made one flesh and one bodj' -vwth Christ; 
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but have an intimate, ineffable exchange of our sins for his righteous- 
ness, as the venerable sacrament of the altar shows us, where bread 
and wine are transformed into the body and blood of Clurist.’ ‘When 
a man believes God, whether he fasts, or prays or serves a brother, is 
all one and the same: for he knows that he serves and pleases God 
equally whether his works be great or small, precious or vile, short or 
long.’ ‘ Works and ceremonies are performed in faith and love, where 
they are not done from any constraining necessity, nor because they 
are commanded, but when they are done in the freedom of spirit.’ 
‘Faith receives Christ’s good works; love performs good works for the 
neighbours.’ 


Luther only realised slowly the full implications of what the doctrine 
of justification by faith meant for him and for the Church; but he had at 
least become convinced of its ultimate necessity before the quarrel with 
the Papacy opened. It is said that he first became fully aware of the 
meaning of the phrase from Romans when he was sitting on the stool, 
^■secretus locus monachorum, or cloaca, in the tower room of the monas- 
tery at Wittenberg in 1514; though it is at least possible that the room 
was hypocaustum, simply the monastic calefactory or warming room. 
It is, however, fair to stress that Luther’s personal experience was a 
strong blend of mind, body and soul. Throughout life too he suffered 
much from constipation as from an anxiety; in such circumstances a 
successful evacuation could be a physical and almost a spiritual 
meration. Whatever the interpretation to be placed upon this 
Turmerlehms or tower experience, there can be no doubt that Luther’s 
ment and spiritual tensions had their counterpart in a measure of 
p ysrcal infirmity, and that his theology was rooted not merely in the 
wor ng of a powerful mind and in his spiritual development, but in 
the totality of his experience. 

It IS against this setting that the question of indulgences which 
roug t m into the public eye for the first time must be set. Indul- 
gences were a y-product of the medieval stratagem of penance, with 
-pi requirements of contrition, confession and satisfaction, 

urc , so It was taught, through the existence of a treasury of 

riX and the saints, had the 
■nravp ” benefit of these merits in consideration of the 

Jharrr works undertaken by the faithful. Plenary indulgences, 
nromispd o ^1 temporal punishment due to sin, had been 

indulfrenra"^ r oentury to those who went on crusade. An 

but it did erefore the commutation of the act of satisfaction, 

did not eliminate the need either of contrition or confession. In 
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the inaugurated a jubilee indulgence for ail 
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on what seemeti tn v,- 51 7, he made a more penetrating attack 

«innerra“rse::^r“”'^“^ 

the aS^Tf ’n'ons't' *“ >>“ notice through 

aseut for A. I ““■> ^“’’n Tettel, who was acting as In 

r'-o Archbishop, Albert of Bran- 
Archbishon of M leanings, who was already 

had Sed to and administrator of the see of Halberstadt, 

of the Archbishonri” f esiastical digmties through the acquisition 
the Holy Roman^F jvhich carried with it the right to elect 

niore than he m i involved in his promotion were 

and 10 000 dnrat r cash: 21,000 ducats for the pallium alone 

hold his sees in nl ' °r P^P^ dispensation which permitted him to 
banking house S'? ^ borrowed money from the south German 

of repayment <; ^Sgcr, but he was faced with the difficult problem 
system Thfa ^nieone ad the bright idea of utilising the indulgence 
the buildinxr^of ^ divided between the Pope to help in 

liquidate the A >,? at Rome and the Fuggers to 

sponsors slu-ewrl ® ^®ht. The scheme doubtless seemed to its 

urged to n-A • ’ and unobjectionable. The faithful would be 

tribute tn penitence and contrition as well as enjoined to con- 

the blesserl a^ reconstruction of the shrine which housed the relics of 
gences made ft'* ?• The papal bull authorising the indul- 

tance anti t-P ^b^t absolution depended upon genuine repen- 

™tLr“u.“pr«S Th“-°?r 

rp ation. The indulgence promised four privileges, a 
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1 1 The sale of indulgences 
From Bainton, ‘Here I Stand', Abingdon Press 


plenary remission of all sins, the choice of a confessor by the penitent, 
participation in the merits of the saints and the release of souls in 
purgatory. People have often contributed to less worthy charities, but 
for the most part they took a simple view of what was offered to them. 
Tetzel himself had the makings of a first-class salesman. He had special 
sermons printed and his arrival was heralded with excellent publicity 
and colourful ceremonial. He had not indeed been permitted to enter 
the Electorate of Saxony, where he might have seemed to be impinging 
upon the Elector’s own monopoly in these matters; if any Saxon wished 
to buy an indulgence he hadonly to visit the Castle Church at Wittenberg. 

Luther in his then state of mind was, however, appalled by what he 
learned not merely of Tetzel’s energy and success but by the way in 
which the Wittenbergers themselves crossed the Saxon frontier to 
avail themselves of the spiritual bargains which the Dominican friar 
was handing out. In October, 1517, on the eve of All Saints’ Day, he 
gave notice on the door of the Castle Church that he would defend in 
academic disputation 95 theses criticising indulgences. His action was 
well timed, since it was the eve of the patronal festival when the 
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Elector’s huge collection was visited by the faithful who earned 
indulgence by so doing. It was his deliberate intention to prove that the 
doctrine of indulgences contravened the teaching of the Gospel. He 
cannot at this moment have foreseen that what he was doing was 
necessarily heterodox. Indeed he sent copies of the theses to the Arch- 
bishop of Mainz and his ecclesiastical superior, the Bishop of Branden- 
burg. It was a quarter of a century later that he wrote: ‘I was 
completely dead to the world until God deemed that the time had 
come; then JuhkerTetzel excited me with indulgences and Dr. Staupitz 
spurred me on against the Pope.’ But in fact Luther had in November, 
1517, very little idea of where his criticisms were likely to lead him. 

^'ITiat was the content of these theses? He repeated that while 
Christ required the sinner to repent, the change -wrought by such 
repentance is very different from the punishment which the Church 
demands of the sinner. ‘"When our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, 
said, Poenitentiam Agile ... he -wished the entire life of believers to be 
one of penitence.’ He attacked the behaviour of indulgence sellers who 
deceived the people as to the true nature of an indulgence. The Pope 
cannot possibly have any power over souls in purgatory. ‘ Christians’, he 
concluded, ‘should be exhorted that they study to follow Christ, their 
head, through the pains of death and heU, and let them rather hope 
to enter heaven tlmough much tribulation than to confide in the 
security of peace.’ Luther, the modern German UTiter, Bonhoeffer, 
has phrased it, had opposed the doctrine of ‘costly grace’ to that of 
‘ cheap grace ’. For the rest the theses accepted the full authority of the 
Pope and the existence of p-urgatory. 

MHiy did these theses create such an uproar ? They received unusual 
publicity. Within a fortnight they had been printed and were circulat- 
ing throughout Germany. Luther had the support of his fellow pro- 
fessors as well as of the Elector who seems to have been more concerned 
■with the academic renown that Luther was winning for his university 
than -with the implied criticism of his o^vn collection of rehcs. On the 
other hand, Luther’s blatant attack on Tetzel had greatly irritated his 
fellow Dominicans w'ho drew up their o>vn series of theses and earlj- 
in 1518, charged Luther -with heresy at Rome. Similarly, the Arch- 
bishop of Mainz instructed the theologians and jurists of his local 
university to report on Luther s statements, and to despatch a copy to 
Rome. By referring the matter directlj’- to the Pope the Archbishop 
avoided a head-on conflict wth the Elector of Saxony and the Augus- 
tinian Order. Neither the Dominicans nor the Archbishop can have had 
any idea about the capacity, courage or obstinacj' of their opponent. 
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Nor for that matter could the Roman authorities have had the least 
notion as to what the future held in store. It was only on February 
5rd, 1518, that Pope Leo X, the polished dilettante who then occupied 
the papal throne, ordered the recently-elected Augustinian general, 
Gabriel Venetus, to bring his recalcitrant inferior to heel. This was 
easier said than done. Although Luther sincerely believed that his 
cause was right, he was clearly enjoying the limelight. He could not 
disguise from himself that as a result of his stand he had created a 
following among the professors and students; the Saxon court chap- 
lain and librarian, Spalatin, represented his cause with the Elector 
himself. He could not be as easily ‘soothed' or ‘quietened’ as the 
Romans hoped. 

The printing press undoubtedly helped to harden Luther’s opinions. 
The sermon on indulgences which he published in the spring of 1518 
to the consternation of Bishop Schulze of Brandenburg was a more 
outspoken condemnation of indulgences than the theses had been. 
‘It is my desire and . . . advice that no one shall buy indulgences. 
Let indolent and sleepy Christians purchase them and go your own 
way.’ He declared trenchantly that it is impossible to remit the pains 
of purgatory through the purchase of indulgences. He dismissed his 
critics with typical contempt: ‘a few morons who never smelled the 
Bible or read a word of Christian doctrine’. After the Easter festival 
of 1518, protected by a safe-conduct from the Elector, Luther left 
Wittenberg to attend the triennial meeting of the Augustinian 
chapters at Heidelberg. One of his followers, Leonard Beyer, aroused 
the anger of the conservative faction by attacking scholastic teaching 
and by asserting the doctrine of justification by faith, but one of those 
present, the redoubtable future scholar, Martin Bucer, was won over 
to Luther at Heidelberg. ‘ As Christ turned to the heathen when the 
Jews rejected Him, so now let His true theology which these deluded 
old men reject, be presented to the young.’ It was perhaps a portent 
that Luther’s strongest support came from the younger friars and 
students, who were ready to reject the old tried ways for more exciting 
intellectual fashions. 

Luther himself was now at work on a strongly-worded apologia 
which he intended to address to the Pope himself. He asked Staupitz 
if he would ensure its despatch,' stressing his own debt to his old friend 
and ending on a note which was a typical compound of humility and 
pride: ‘ As for the rest I have nothing further to add to my threatening 
friends except a remark of Reuchlin’s: “^Wh oever is poor fea rs 
nothing, for he can lose nothing”. Possessions I neither have nor want 
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y the rivahy which existed between his own order, the Augustinian 
riars, and that of the Dominicans, of which Tetzel was a member, 
ietzel issued a reasoned defence of his position from the University of 
ran ort-on-Oder, a Dominican stronghold where one of the pro- 
fessors, Konrad Wimpina, took the lead in attacking Luther. Tetzel 
ne to s low t at Luther was questioning the authority of the Pope 
an so opening the road to ecclesiastical chaos: ‘everyone will believe 
what pleases him’. 


The authorities at Rome, hitherto dilatory, were spurred on by the 
Donunicans to t^e more direct action. The papal legate, Thomas de 

“ Cajetan, who was himself 
mppt^ A ^ ominicans, attended the Imperial Diet which was 
the TTii^ > urg in 1518, avowedly if ironically to put an end to 

understan.hng"betweerthe pte'^a" strengthen the 

snpr^nU-.r j i. . '^^P® ^he German authorities. A 
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written by Prierias he hinted at the possibility of ^GSalV^^ T'"’" 
suggestion distinctly unwelcome to the Romp a 

iUustrated his argument with references the crimerS^'^'V 
II, Leo’s predecessor, and Boniface VIII. Popes Juhus 

A new blow fell on August 7th, 1518, in the 
Rome. Luther ^vas to appear at Rome within 60 days to answ?r“rthe 
assertions that he had made in respect of papal supremacy andTndul- 
gences. Two days e^lier the Emperor had himself reassured the papal 
legate that he would support such sentence as the Pone m^ i,,-^ ? 
against Luther. On August 25th, 1518, the general of the Aug^tinSIs 
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There were, however, other factors which for the moment made 
papal pohcy appear more conciliatory. Cajetan told the curial officials 
plainly that there was a mounting movement of criticism of ecclesias- 
tical abuses in Germany, a demand for the reform of the Church and 
some downright anti-clericalism. It was decided that it was better not 
to press the charge demanding Luther’s presence in Rome and instead 
to summons Luther to appear before Cajetan at Augsbm-g. While it 
could hardly be called a victory for Luther, at least the outcome was 
better than had a few weeks earlier seemed possible. He left for 
Augsburg feeling at once depressed and exulted. ‘I clearly saw ray 
grave ready and kept saying to myself, “What disgrace I shall be to 
my de^ parents’’.’ ‘Only one thing is left’, he had written to his 
fellow friar. Link, a few months earlier, on July 10th, 1518, ‘a feeble 
« broken body. If they take that away they will cut me 

off perhaps from one or two hours of life, but they cannot take away the 
soul. . . I know that from the beginning the Word of Christ has been 

sue t at w oever wants to present it in the world must necessarily, 
like the Apostles, renounce everything and expect death at every hour. 
If this were not so, then it would not be the Word of Christ. It was 
brought with death, it has been spread abroad through the death of 
many .Manifold death may be necessary to it if it is to be preserved or 
brought back again. Many of his friends believed that in going to 
Augsburg Luther v.as virtually signing his own death warrant. 

Luther set out for Augsburg, accompanied by one of his fellow 
riars, ow^ s t e en of September, 1518. On his arrival he was 
Carmelite monastery and was welcomed by the Saxon 
officials who must have strengthened his morale, weakened by depres- 
sion as by the constipation which seemed to afflict him at moments of 
msis. But his fears may well have been aroused when a member of the 
Cardinal s entoimage Urban of Serralonga, asked him acidly whether 
he supposed that the Elector would go to the length of actually fighting 
for his troublesome subject Luther told the suave Italian thatthich 
he was to reiterate time and time again, that if what he was teaching 
was proved to be contrary to the true teaching of the Church, he would 
very readily recant. Luthers interlocutor. Cardinal Cajetan was in 
^ of his opponent. He was a considerable scholar, 
who had been engaged for 15 years on a learned commentary in nine 
volumes on the works of Aquinas, a stern critic of existing abuis in the 
Church, and a man of exemplary life. It was unfortunate that Luther 
was by now convinced that Thomism and Scotism were two of the most 
insidious enemies of Christian teaching, as this obviously made it 
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difficult, Other things apart, for the learned and pious Dominican to 
view his fellow friar sympathetically. 

The meetings ultimately reaffirmed Luther’s convictions. liVhere, 
Martin asked the Cardinal at their first conversation, lay the content 
of the heresy "with which he W'as charged ? The Cardinal replied that 
he had denied the validity of the doctrine of the treasury of merit of 
Christ and the saints upon which the system of indulgences rested, 
and that he had asserted that the efficacy of the sacrament was pro- 
portionate to the faith of its recipient. He tried to prove to Martin his 
error \vith a w'ealth of dialectic and learning, relying much on the bull 
issued by Clement VI in 1545 which had become a part of the canon 
law; but Martin was innately distrustful of the Cardinal’s Thomistic 
approach. ‘Although he may be a famous Thomist, he is a vague, 
obscure, and unintelligible theologian or Christian and therefore as 
unsuited to understand and judge the matter as an ass to play the harp.’ 
Luther’s judgments, to say the least, were alwaj-^s forthright. At the 
second interwew, Luther was accompanied bj^ Staupitz who had now 
arrived at Augsburg, but it proved equally inconclusive. Luther again 
declared that his teaching w'as in conformity -with that of the Church 
and appealed to the universities of Basle, Freiburg, Louvain and Paris 
‘which from ancient days has been regarded as the most Christian 
university and most excellent in Holy Scriptures’. At the third and 
final meeting, Luther again denied that the treasury of merit had any 
foundation in Scripture and strongly supported the doctrine of the 
justification by faith. ‘So long as the passages of the Scripture stand, 
I cannot do other^Yise . . The Cardinal agreed to send a copy of 
Martin’s statement to Rome but asked him to recant. ‘ Revoca he 
urged. There was an angry altercation, each in all probability saying 
more than discretion would have suggested. Luther was in fact doing 
the verj' thing that Urban of Serralonga had advised Mm against, 
indulging in dialectic ^Yith the Cardinal. At last Cajetan, txnusually 

him imperiously: ‘Go and do not return unless 3'ou are 
ready to recant.’ 

conference at Augsburg had ended in an unpropitious stalemate. 
Uie legate, perhaps regretting his hasty if provoked outburst against 
Luther, summoned Staupitz and Link and urged them to get their 
nen to recant. Tlie friar himself ■vi-rote in a propitiator}’ fashion, but 
^ I?. ^ ^ V'Orric-d lest Cajetan might take precipitate action. ‘I 
® heretic,’ Martin wote, ‘by contradicting the 
jpuuon ^.•lth v.hich I became a Christian; I wll rather die, be burned, 
errursed.’ IM delayed in Aug>=burg a few days longer, perhnp' 
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awaiting another summons to the Cardinal’s presence, Aviiting a 
further justification of the stand he had taken, an appeal ‘from the 
ill-informed’ to the ‘hetter-to-he-informed’ Pope. This seems to have 
been affixed to the cathedral door on October 2nd, 1518, but Martin, 
perhaps fearing for his safety, had left the city two daj's previously. 
^Vhen he arrived at Nuremberg he learned of the existence of tlie 
papal order for his arrest, but he insisted that this must be a forgery. 
On October 31st, 1518, exactlj' a )''ear after the posting of tlie theses 
which had set Germany by the ears, he re-entered the friendly city of 
"Wittenberg. 

This conference between Luther and Cajetan at Augsburg lacked 
the drama of later debates in which he was involved, but it nonethe- 
less constituted a landmark in liis career. Had Cajetan thought fit 
to break the safe-conduct and to have apprehended Luther, it is 
difficult to know what would have been the outcome; but he could 
hardly have made the attempt without the approval of the ailing 
Emperor and his ow'n partner, the Cardinal of Gmk, who was not in 
Augsburg. Plainly Luther had revealed to liis opponents the direction 
of his thoughts and his determination. "Was it possible to keep him 
within the fold of the Church? Were liis ideas a fundamental chal- 
lenge to the dominant theology? Was there hope of a compromise? 
Would Luther liimself come to terms? All these were questions which 
must have e.xercised the minds of educated men at the time. The 
issue was, however, not merely one wiiich concerned Luther and the 
Church. It was affected by social and political issues wiiich served to 
complicate further the future course of events. As Luther braced him- 
self for the defence of his cause, and the Cardinal penned an elegant 
Latin account of the conference, neither could then have foreseen 
wiiat the future had in store. 
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uncompromising position. In the following months argument was to 
be used relentlessly to bring him to yield, more especially through the 
medium of the great debate staged at Leipzig between Luther, 
Carlstadt and Eck. The curia brought its diplomatic charm to bear on 
the Elector; but behind the honeyed words there lay the threat of 
excommunication and the use of force. The Dominicans, hostile to 
Luther, did what they could to expedite his condemnation. In Ger- 
many itself the chief opposition to Luther came from a comparatively 
small group of university dons and churchmen, often as aware as 
Luther of the need for the reform of the Church, but outraged by his 
criticism of scholasticism and apprehensive of the threat to authority 
which his teaching implied. 

Luther’s own stand was prophetic in its vehemence and in its 
conviction. His critics indeed seemed only to make him the more 
intransigent. Since he had discarded the scholastic approach, though 
he still sometimes used the method of argument, he had to rebuild 
anew the structure of his faith, utilising the early Fathers, St. Augus- 
tine in particular, as well as the Bible itself. The more he perused the 
Scriptures the more convinced he became that their teaching had been 
corrupted by the Church. His mind was penetrating and agile. He 
read rapidly and intensively, using all the tools of contemporary 
grammatical science and philology to elucidate the meaning of the 
sacred text. The more he studied the more certain he became that the 
only fundamental authority for the Christian was the divinely 
inspired Word of God. He did not, however, equate the Word of God 
Tivith the canon of Scripture. He had doubts about the authorship of 
the Epistle to the Hebrews (since the author declared that he had 
received the Gospel secondhand — ^ii, 5), and questioned the apostolic 
authority of James, Jude and the Apocalypse; but ultimately he sub- 
ordinated his critical sense to his own evangelical experience. The 
power of the faith that justifies and the assurance of forgiveness of 
sins which it brought formed the foundation of his theolog 5 % His 
beliefs were rooted in Scripture; but even Scripture seemed subordinate 
to his experience. 

This was the point of view from which he was henceforth to approach 
all the questions which were to confront him. tWien lie attacked the 
power of human reason, he did so because reason was claiming more 
than was justified. Natural reason has its own sphere of competence 
but it can only surely apprehend the truths of revelation if it has been 
made ‘captive to Christ’. Appropriate as the use of reason may be in 
the eartlily kingdom, it is only of subordinate use in the spiritual 
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world. Without faith, reason is of no use and can do nothing. . . . 
But when illuminated, reason takes all its thoughts from the Word.’ 
His attitude towards philosophy was much the same. He did not doubt 
its authenticity within its own sphere, but he claimed the schoolmen 
had been gravely mistaken in mingling it with theology. Yet his 
energies and even the authority of the Word of God were only fully 
unravelled in terms of his own decisive experience. ‘Not Scripture 
only . . . but also experience. . . . Therefore, together with the Scrip- 
ture I have the matter and experience.’ Luther had no doubt that his 
experience was what he liked to call ‘a laying hold upon Clnist’. 
The true test by which to judge all books is to see whether they deal 
with Christ or not. . . . What does not teach Christ is not apostolic, 
even though St. Peter or Paul taught it.’ Luther was convinced that 
e was preaching Christ ’5 he had the fervour, the divine illumination, 
t e pragmatic authoritarianism of the prophet. It is, however, hardly 
smprising that his critics accused him of spiritual pride and egocen- 

1 ^^^®°logical conclusions were indeed in rapport with his psycho- 
ogic evelopment as with the situation in which he found himself. 

from the tedious routine of the monastic 
seemed in ways unsuited by nature. He had clearly 
11 ^ Bfe of the Augustinian friar physically frustrating 

inctiXori ^ It was not merely that he was 

' j ^ ^ justify himself to his companions 

Tiprf t ^™®® • quarrel in which he was now involved provided a 
perfect opportunity to escape the monotony of the friary. Some degree 

“'"""S'"* ■'“live egoism to make him iind the 
mem ,T, end spiritual develop- 

W h »n t P=''«able. Even in 1518 there seems m 

» tLt the?7 h “““ affeaively won over 

L?r,„ Wm T ’ FT “““■'■ritorianism and illiberalism, 

could tolerate the challenge which Luther offered to its divinely 
grounded jurisdiction and testimony. ^ 

Contemporary circumstances, however rlnnerreri . . .o. , 

undermined by humanist ivntings, by anticlericalism, by the develop- 
ment of the secular powers and by national feeling. If Lmlier had been 
tried and executed as Hus had been in 1415 it is - 1,1 

that his cause might have died irith him; but ^ak yet he 
wved aroi^cd more and more support for his teaching in Germany 
Everj' medieval controversy had given rise to a spate^of pamphlei’ 
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world. ‘Without faith, reason is of no use and can do nothing. . . • 
But when illuminated, reason takes all its thoughts from the Word.’ 
His attitude towards philosophy was much the same. He did not doubt 
its authenticity within its own sphere, but he claimed the schoolmen 
had been gravely mistaken in mingling it 'with theology. Yet his 
energies and even the authority of the Word of God were only fully 
unravelled in terms of his own decisive experience. ‘Not Scripture 
only . . . but also experience. . . . Therefore, together udth the Scrip- 
ture I have the matter and experience.’ Luther had no doubt that his 
experience was what he liked to call ‘a lajdng hold upon Christ’. 
The true test by which to judge all books is to see whether they deal 
vvith Christ or not. . . . What does not teach Christ is not apostolic, 
even though St. Peter or Paul taught it.’ Luther was convinced that 
e was preaching Christ ’ ; he had the fervour, the di'vine illumination, 
t e pragmatic authoritarianism of the prophet. It is, however, hardly 
simprising that his critics accused liim of spiritual pride and egocen- 


IS t leological conclusions were indeed in rapport ■with his psycho- 
ogica evelopment as -with the situation in which he found himself, 
ontroverey ad released him from the tedious routine of the monastic 
seemed in ways unsuited by nature. He had clearly 
ac'^wnii ^ of the Augustinian friar pliysically frustrating 

inctH' ^ ^^towarding. It was not merely that he was 

and tff 'h' ^ ^ justify himself to his companions 

t ® I'^^rrel in which he was now involved provided a 

of monotony of the friary. Some degree 

tteoTol^ar" -ith native egoism to make him find the 

mem had intellectual and spiritual develop- 

grounded jurisdiction and testimony. aivine j 

Contemporary circumstances, however, changed an insignificant 

-t the Ch„„h had been 
undermined by humanist writings, by anticlericalism, by the develop- 
ment of the secular powers and by national feeling. If Luther had been 
med and execnted as Hus had been in 1415.!, is „ leas, p^^^ible 
that his cause might have died mth him; but each year that he sur- 
vived aroused more and more support for his teaching in Germany 
Every medieval controversy had given rise to a spate of pamphlets' 
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circulation remained 

Thfw effectiveness as propaganda was very limited. 

situation T?i press had completely revolutionised the 

tuation. Luther and Ins friends immediately realised the need for 

^'’ord. Within 18 

onths of the original propositions made at Wittenberg in 1517 a 
^ream of pamphlets issued from Luther’s pen, which circiJated ividely 
in Germany and beyond the frontiers of the Empire. ^ 

extent of early Lutheran propaganda is 
Luther’^Latin^! Basle publisher, Froben, printed an edition of 
Such TA ^ exhausted by the spring of 1519. 

torid iriSrbrR the learned afd literate 

stiu the lanxn, I and read the books. The very- fact that Latin was 
for interestpT^^ ivriting in all countries made it possible 

o^dou -e-d Luther’s works in Paris or Paria, Madrid 

different publil^ir^SoT'S^^/^''^-'^^ 

noted that bis r Franciscan fnar, Konrad Pellicanus, 

doubt Sat ht ^'ere on sale in Basle. There can be little 

created dissatl ^iculate many of the complaints and fears wliich 
Grots contemporary^ Church. Scholars such as 

aSacted tit""’ von Hutten were 

ity of the Church humanists’ criteria to the author- 

itand tt ’ “ congratulate him on the stand he was 

^TOersttt ? " °^Ber living mL, at first 

imprtsed bthf™ Academics who read his works were 

scholasticism. Churchmen exmress^d ^ vehemence of his attacks on 
and nobles dehghted in his forthriSt v “‘^^S^^Bon. Princes 
for secular power against j ?“.®'=;^dity and apparent support 

classes, long in-itated by the Chur authonty^ The merchant 

and profit as by its financial dema d ^ attitude to usury 

in spreading Lutheran ideas in m - helped significantly 

masses lay- outside the ran German toivn. The unschooled 

clericalism was a potent force ” ^ direct propaganda, hut anti- 
among the peasantry-; rumour urban proletariat as weU as 

in ilhterate societies must verv^' circulates with astonishing speed 
the friar who had stood so co Fare made popular the figure of 

of prelacy. Luther was in against the pride and pomp 

strands of ill-feeling doubtlocc *'®'''dng to himself many- different 

accentuated by- the ivide prevalence of 
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ecclesiastical abuses: anti-clericalism, German national feeling, intel- 
lectual novelty, bourgeois interests, spiritual aspirations. ‘All Switzer- 
land, Constance, Augsburg and a good part of Italy depend on Luther ’, 
Lasius told Mutianus in December, 1519. It was probably an exaggera- 
tion but in the circumstances pardonable. 

A period of comparative quiet followed Luther’s departure from 
Augsburg. Von Miltitz’s attempt to concihate the Elector and even 
Luther himself had been for the moment side-tracked because of the 
more pressing problem of an imminent Imperial election. Luther was 
usy writing his own account of the meeting vrith Cajetan at Augs- 
urg and, in spite of the Elector’s advice to restrain his pen, had 
ventured to suggest that a General Council of the Church should be 
now confronted with a new and able opponent in 
r. c ' of Ingolstadt. Eck, who was a genuine scholar skilled in the 
cut and thrust of academic debate, opposed Luther’s teaching on 
indulgences, and was so much involved in dispute with Luther and his 
coUeague at VJhttenberg, Andreas Carlstadt, that the disputants asked 
the theological faculty of the University of Leipzig and Duke George 
axony or permission to stage a public disputation. The Leipzig 

Merseburg, Adolf of Anhalt, were luke- 
fnv ^ a keen amateur theologian who had once studied 

for he priesthood and who was besides eager to raise the prestige of 

plans for what might well prove an 
enmrtaming as well as edifying academic circus. 

enteminT^^^r^i-^ burned out to be more edifying than 

directed ^^lases, published on December 29th, 1518, were 

st souls ^ good man is not in mortal 

sin souls in purgatory may be freed through the ‘treasury of merit’; 

makeTe of tii f Christ is entitled to 

foriv^nls !nd Ws opinions on penance and 

tr ; T f i '^^i^iaism of the papal 

claims that he had yet e.xpounded: ‘That the Roman Churdi^is 

superior to all others is sho^^m by the vapid decrees which tl^ Roman 
popes have promulgated during four hundred years; against these are 
the historical evidence of fifteen hundred years, the tel of the SacrTd 
Scriptures, and the decree of the Council of Nicaea, the most said 
of all. He was even more outspoken to Spalatin, Avriting: ‘I am busy 
wth the papal decrees for my disputation , and (for you? ear alone) I 
don t know whether the Pope is Antichrist himself or liis apostle \o 
wretchedly is Christ, that is, the truth, twisted, and crucified by him 
in tlie decrees, ^^^lile Duke George and the Leipzig authoritii had 
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a disputant, they were less eager to 

ZnT they agreed to 

sponsor the invitation. ^ 

rn?w ^ Wittenbergers, Luther, 

MdanrhtR f University, Duke Barnim o^f Pomerania 

onp ^ Pt-ofessors and jurists in wagons (the 

rb„v R ich Carlstadt was travelling lost its wheel outside St. Paul’s 
wtR R theologian), mth a number of students armed 

^ and spears running beside their leaders, entered the 
brimma gate of Leipzig. Eck, together with the Duke of Bavaria and 

arS T^R- R had already 

^nved. The Bishop vainly tried to stop the debate which very nearly 

came to grief over procedural difficulties. At last these were smoothed 
leadW ® of June 27th, 1518, the ducal officials, the 

disDutLt!^^^!rT^'^^^ if university and city, together with the 
Simon P- followers were welcomed at the university by 

Church procession to St. Thomas’ 

t^hmch for a solemn mass sung by 12 voices. 

1518 whf afternoon and lasted until July 15th, 

to be f f f ® for a guest. Eck showed himself 

little diffv^u comparatively 

Jffivfh ^ook the rostrum on 

usual R ’ ^ characteristically sensitive and romantic gesture. As 

mfnis thaTr R^ ^°P"’ the state- 

Father<i 7!lf f ^hout papal authority by reference to the 

damned ft repeating the pestilential and con- 

learbl 1 " Pertinent thrust, not 

resSt nf^R^ • "^^ose university had been founded as a 

lowf , of f ''TT'f f Bohemian Germans to the Czech fol- 
lirst den- ?'Jr Hussites in particular detestation. Luther at 

disnutfn^ tt indignantly, asserting that he was simply 

ffi puting the aposmhc character of the Petrine supremacy and repudi- 

effertivelv fostering a schism. Yet Eck had 

he believed opponent. Luther felt obliged to confess that 

plaint vlfpR promoted were 

universal evangelical which it is not possible for the 

declared that it ’ ° condemn ’, among them the statement which 

ChmJh i! unnecessary for salvation to beheve that the Roman 

Church IS superior to all others. ‘Whether’, Luther stoutly asserted” 
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‘ it be of Wyclif or Hus, I do not care. I know that Gregory Nazanzenus, 
Basil the Great, Epiphanian the Cyprian, and innumerable other 
Greek bishops were saved, who nevertheless did not believe in this 
article, nor is it in the power of the Roman pope or the inquisitors into 
heresy to found new articles of faith but to judge according to those 
already established. It is not possible for a faithful Christian to be 
constrained beyond Sacred Scripture, which was properly established 
by divine Law, unless a new revelation has been established.’ In 
making such a statement, Luther provided for his opponent a renewed 
opportunity to reiterate the charge of Hussitism and to suggest that he 
denied the authority of the Council of Constance. The friar intervened 
passionately: ‘I protest before you all and publicly that the excellent 
doctor in speaking thus about me is an impudent liar. ’ 

Feeling was evidently beginning to run high. In the next session 
the President, Casar Pfiug, reminded the contestants and their 
followers that they must refrain from recrimination and abuse. Luther 
continued to repeat that it was not necessary for salvation to believe 
that the Roman Church was superior to all others and to deny the 
divine foundation of the Petrine supremacy; but equally he declared 
that he was not challenging the primacy of Peter or the necessity of 
obedience to it. Again Eck insisted that Luther had challenged the 
authoritative decrees of the Council of Constance and, thus provoked, 
Martin agreed that even a council could err if it sanctions what is not 
in agreement ■with the Word of God. Eck must have sighed with relief 
as Luther made this admission since he had gone some way to establish 
liis heterodox 5 % He had denied the apostolic foundation of the Petrine 
leadship. He had now asserted the errancy of general councils. ‘I wll 
te you, honoured father, if you say that a council, properly convoked, 
can err and has erred, you are for me a heathen and a publican.’ 

le genuine cleavage of opinion must by now have been obvious 
to all those wlio were listening to the debate long before Johann 
Lambergius made his lengthy closing oration to a near-empty hall, 
t -w-as soon to be clear to German, indeed European opinion that Luther 
had challenged the papal authority on fundamental points. There 
could hencefmh be relatively little hope of a real compromise. 
Eck and the Dominicans brought increasing pressure to bear on the 
t^dy curial officials and at last Pope Leo agreed to the publication of 
tlie bull, Exsurge Dominc, dated June 15th, 1520, wliich condemned 
41 propositions from Luther’s ^vritings as ‘heretical or scandalous or 
ofTensivo to pious ears’; subsequently his books were burned in the 
Piazza Navoria at Rome. Eck, liis travelling e.xpenses paid bj' the papal 
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exchequer, hurried back from Rome to Germany, fortified by what 

foUowed™ j t eomplete victory over Ms opponent. He was 

Mowed northward by the Roman diplomat and humanist scholar, 

s„»ai entrusted with the difficult task of per- 

suTmrvrf ^ Emperor, Charles V, and the Imperial Diet, to 

PP papd policy. The way was now clear for the summons to Worms, 
which W Luther was extremely busy with his pen in the period 

summnf ‘i^bate at Leipzig and his 

summons to attend the Diet of Worms. His witings formed such signi- 

nositionTh indicate the comparatively radical 

Lentil demand some 

Germ^ ^(^ress to the Christian Nobility of the 

in naif ^ virulent attack on papal power, and an appeal, 

rise^aff • “ascent German national feeling, to the laity to 

las If ! priesthood. He asserted that the Roman Church 

sunarin It, ^ ^ the claim of the ecclesiastical power to be 

authnriH ^ temporal, the Pope’s assumption that he alone has the 
fwliirh f ° the Scriptures, and the right to caU a Council 

brokl ^ subservient to him). These ‘walls’ ought to be 

All nnwnf constructed on indefensible foundations. 

Scrintnt-f ’ ^ as spiritual, originates with God, nor does 

diffeLLi conclusion that the spirituality should be treated 

underm^f- ‘If a priest is slain, the land is put 

thosp WR ^ not also if a peasant is slain?’ He tilted at 

man ac ° P^°P°^n ed the inerrancy of the Pope. He is as much a 
autbnr?t °f ^ liable to temptation. There can be no 

‘ Tt Q imng the interpretation of the Scriptures to the Pope, 

to ^ eyised fable and they cannot quote a single letter 

or tn r ^°P® interpret the Scriptures 

autVinv-;?^ ^ interpretation of them. They have assumed the 

autwl t^^ongh they say that this was 

•Dlain o ^ P®^®^ when the keys were given to him, it is 

Lnla S^^®° ^o St. Peter alone, but to the 

bae al *''^°^^nnity. He dismisses as abruptly the claim that the Pope 
<.,1 ^ ® right to convoke a General Council of the Church; 

to ow nothing in the Scriptures giving the Pope sole power 

but tbo T councils} they have nothing but their own laws; 

anitv au^ +t? 1 °°^y iong as they are not injurious to Christi- 

is a Luca / arises, and if the Pope himself 

bodv muctfl ° Church, ‘a faithful member of the whole 

y must do what he can to procure a true free councU’. 
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‘it be of Wyclif or Hus, I do not care. I know that Gregory Nazanzenus, 
Basil the Great, Epiphanian the Cyprian, and innumerable other 
Greek bishops were saved, who nevertheless did not believe in this 
article, nor is it in the power of the Roman pope or the inquisitors into 
heresy to found new articles of faith but to judge according to those 
already established. It is not possible for a faithful Christian to be 
constrained beyond Sacred Scripture, which was properly established 
by divine Law, unless a new revelation has been established.’ In 
making such a statement, Luther provided for his opponent a renewed 
opportunity to reiterate the charge of Hussitism and to suggest that he 
denied the authority of the Council of Constance. The friar intervened 
passionately; ‘I protest before you all and publicly that the excellent 
doctor in speaking thus about me is an impudent liar. ’ 

Feeling was evidently beginning to run high. In the next session 
the President, Cascir Pflug, reminded the contestants and their 
followers that they must refrain from recrimination and abuse. Luther 
continued to repeat that it was not necessary for salvation to believe 
that the Roman Church was superior to all others and to deny the 
divine foundation of the Petrine supremacy; but equally he declared 
that he was not challenging the primacy of Peter or the necessity of 
obedience to it. Again Eck insisted that Luther had challenged the 
authoritative decrees of the Council of Constance and, thus provoked, 
Martin agreed that even a council could err if it sanctions what is not 
in agreement with the Word of God. Eck must have sighed with relief 
as Luther made this admission since he had gone some way to establish 
his heterodoxy. He had denied the apostolic foundation of the Petrine 
headship. He had now asserted the errancy of general councils. ‘ I will 
tell you, honoured father, if you say that a council, properly convoked, 
can err and has erred, you are for me a heathen and a publican.’ 

The genuine cleavage of opinion must by now have been obvious 
to all those who were listening to the debate long before Johann 
Lambergius made his lengthy closing oration to a near-empty hall. 
It was soon to be clear to German, indeed European opinion that Luther 
had challenged the papal authority on fundamental points. There 
could henceforth be relatively little hope of a real compromise. 
Eck and the Dominicans brought increasing pressm-e to bear on the 
tardy curial officials and at last Pope Leo agreed to the publication of 
the bull, Exsurge Dominc, dated June 15th, 1520, which condemned 
41 propositions from Luther’s ■vvritings as ‘heretical or scandalous or 
offensive to pious ears’; subsequently his books were burned in the 
Piazza Navona at Rome. Eck, Iris travelling expenses paid by the papal 
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exchequer, hurried back from Rome te 

must have seemed a complete virtev ^ fortified by wliat 

followed northward by the Roman opponent. He was 

Hieronymus Meander, who was entrustedT^ scholar, 

suading the young new Emperor, Charles V ^ of Por- 

support papal policy. The way wasnowde.. f f^operial Diet, to 

In fact, Luther was exJemeirbut M 

which intervened between the endine-efti? j period 

summons to attend the Diet of Worm? W- ■ and his 

ficant propaganda and so clearly ind*ir-,f formed such signi- 

position that he had by now come to on? ? comparatively radical 
^tention. The first. The Address to demand some 

German Nation, yv&s a virulent attack on ^ Nobility of the 

in part founded on nascent German an appeal, 

nse against a foreign priesthood. He assort laity to 

was encn-cled by tliree walls: the claim of Roman Church 

superior to the temporal, the Pope’s assnm power to be 

aujority to interpret the Scriptures and alone has the 

(which IS ultimately subservient to hiZ ^Sht to call a Council 
broken down, for they are constructed on 'fn ‘ ta be 
All power, temporal as much as spiritual oS '“‘^®^®asible foundations. 
Scripture support the conclusion that the God, nor does 

fferently from the temporalty. ‘jf ^ p^^^'^ality should be treated 
under an interdict: why not also if ^ slain, the land is put 

mn ™"-«cy otfcV’ He tilted at 

tJ\r.rSatTi: 

or to confirm the imeVetaUerTtt™' ■“ ™orp°et c® 
authority of their own selves a ! Thev 1 ^ Scriptures 

authority given to St. Peter when a'' v“«’' *4 *''' 

plain enough that tlie keye were u™ V Were^ J ^ 

whole community.’ He dismisses ^ St 

has alone the right to *“P% the 

‘they can show nothing in the Seri Counr'T^e’*’^’ 

to call and confirm councilsj they giving th? Churchj 

but these hold good only so long^as ^°'binf S" f °P" 

amty and the laws of God’. If thp are on? • 

IS a cause of offence to the Church^?^*^ and^ Christi- 

body must do what he can to proem ® ^ ^e Pope himself 

procure a trug n *«ember of the whole 

council’. 
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e then discussed the various abuses which afflicted the Church: 
t e uxurious living and the ceremonial pomp of the Pope and the 
car inals ^ of his court and the ruinous conditions of churches and 
monasteries which resulted from these things. ‘ There is such a s\varni 

papal, that B.abylonitself-nev«^awJthe 
tl ireeT l idusand -papal se cr etaries alo ne. . . . 
Who' can count the '‘■‘seJvanS” o'fthTp^pe andTuT^dinals, seeing 
at 1 le goes out riding, he is attended by three or four thousand 
e-ri ers, more than any king or emperor?’ ‘What is the use in 
Clmistendom of the people called “cardinals ” ? I will tell you. In Italy 
and ^ermany there are many rich convents, endowments, fiefs, and 
ene ices, and as the best way of getting these into the hands of Rome, 
i create cardinals and gave them sees, convents and prelacies, 

. t us estroyed the service of God. That is why Italy is almost a 
^ rt now. the convents are destroyed, the sees consumed, the 
L ^ ^ prelacies, and of all the churches drawn to Rome: 

acayed, the country and the people ruined, because there 
I rardHn Worship of God or preaching; why ? Because the 

* Italv Turk could have thus desolated 

mem °y®rthrown the worship of God.’ These exaggerated com- 

to I never visited Italy, were intended 

destiiw nf r ^ Italy’s fate would sooner or later be the 

Germany ’ Now that Italy is sucked dry, they come to 

ofthe^Panar"^^"v^— niuch of his attention on the financial demands 
emnlovmLfortR annates, the sale of the pallium, the 

reservation of benefices The^S"^ Fngger and the system of papal 
exnort of o-nld tn n ’ ^ Germans were being pauperised by the 

S of £ ™ “ ’’f ** “"-Christian policies and way of 

anTiw Ser:,rdo‘£rr”"\‘“ ™ 

nunished tRatlc+i, ’ ^ i leave the greed of Rome so un- 

aonet on 1, f d f n has appeared or can 

Pe?er"- He M l ht'y “•".e of Ondst and St. 

e Sr '■ It Sn dT *"■ »“ » be put to sucl. 

evils. It would be no wonder, if God were to rain sulphur and fire 

rom heaven and cast Rome down into the pit, as He did formerly to 

Sodom and Gomorrah. ... Oh noble princes and sirs, hovv long ^11 

wdv?s ? ’ " 

The remedies which he proposed were a strange admixture of the 
trivial and the significant. Bishops should refuse to pay annates nor 
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allowed to fetch their palliums from Rome. Appeals 
Should be heard in Germany rather than in Italy. The practice of papal 
p visions and reservations should be abolished. Pilgrimages in general, 
and to Rome in particular, should cease, for ‘the nearer Rome, the 
worse Ghnstians’. Indulgences and similar abuses should be eliminated: 
1 you are to ride to heaven on liis wax and parchment your wagon will 

hell.’ He asserted that parish 
p lests should be free to marry: ‘there is many a poor priest free from 

r ^ j Other respects, except that he has succumbed to human 
ailty and come to shame with a woman, both minded in their 

together always in conjugal fidelity It is not every 

L-iL can do without a woman, not only on account of human 
but stiU more for his household.’ He would aboHsh saints’ 

iriir' with our present abuses of drinking, gambling, 

g and all manner of sin, we vex God more on holy days than on 
man . . . loses a day’s work, and he spends 
iinRt f besides weakening liis body and making himself 

vpr -G He demanded a reform of the curriculum of uni- 

with greater emphasis on the teaching of Scrip- 
rann ^^ishment of the philosophical works of Aristotle and of 

bor ° ^°^^^®®y^Hbus. ‘I am in great anxiety lest the universities 

open oors of hell, if they do not give training in the Holy 
Scnptures and drive them into young people.’ 

Luther’s criticisms were fundamental. He praised 
ussites, but did not necessarily support their teaching. He did, 
however, lambast the papal office with devastating virulencf and once 
^ain raised the familiar medieval spectacle of the Pope as Antichrist. 

Wnn,I ° “cst sinful ? 

would that God would hurl thy chair headlong from heaven, and cast 

rt down into the abyss of hell! mo gave you the power to exalt 
y rselves above your God; to break and to loose what He has com- 
manded; to teach Christians, more especially Germans, who are of 
to ^atm-e, and are famed in all histories for uprightness and truth, 

^ unfaithful, perjured, treacherous and vidcked? God has 

^ T faith and observe oaths even with enemies; you 
rhi^ct° command; laying it down in your heretical, anti- 

and power to do so; tlirough your mouth 

and n never lied before, teaching you to fvvist 

tVip pervert t e criptures according to your own arbitrary will . . . 

remedW^^K" damnation.’ Luther hinted that the 

remedy for this state of affairs might lie in the summons of a General 
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Councilj now may God so help a free council that it may teach the 
Pope that he too is a man, not above God, as he makes himself out 
to be.’ 

^ The Address to the Christian Nobility was a deliberate attempt to 
win partisans for what was in process of becoming an insurgent 
movement against the established Church. The theological foundations 
upon which Luther founded his ideas were played down; the appeal to 
Scripture and the stress on justification by faith played a comparatively 
small part in the argument. This was in part because Luther was 
addressing the educated laity rather than the informed clergy. They 
were much more likely to be' affected by suggestive charges which 
touched them or their property personally. Luther reiterated the 
anger that the papal policy represented to their property and to their 
poc What has brought us Germans to such a pass that we have 
TR robbery and this destruction of our property by the Pope ?’ 

T tv, intelligent appeal to self-interest. By implication 

. u er ma e it plain that the temporal power was equal to the spiritual, 
not Its superior. Let it be decreed that no temporal matter shall be 
mi te to ome, but all shall be left to the jurisdiction of the 
temporal authorities.’ ‘The Pope should have no power over the 
rimperor, except to anoint and crown him at the altar.’ ‘All these 
xcessive, over-presumptuous, and most wicked claims of the Pope are 

dup 1° f ® with the object of bringing in Antichrist in 

,h. ZT.r ,”/ • ■ Iti not meet tlmt 
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destruction of souls’} his kingdom is ‘nothing but the dominion of 
Babylon and the true Antichrist’. 

In similar fashion he charged Rome with distorting the true mean- 
ing of the sacrament of penance by dividing it into the formal cate- 
gories of contrition, confession and absolution, scholastic subtleties 
which effectively eliminate the element of true repentance. He thinks 
that there is something to be said for confession but argues that it has 
become an instrument abused for its own interest by a tyrannising 
priesthood. In any case the attempt to create a mechanical balance 
sheet by grading sins and penances according to their assumed serious- 
ness is completely unjustified by the teaching of Scripture. 

The remaining sacraments lack scriptural foundation. Confirmation, 
which may be termed a sacramental rite r,ather than a genuine 
sacrament, has become a device to strengthen episcopal authority. 
Although marriage is of divine institution, it cannot be regarded as a 
sacrament. He condemned vigorously the Roman practice of dispensa- 
tion and annulment. ‘There is no impediment (to marriage) today 
which the intercession of mammon does not legitimise, so that the 
laws of man seem to have been produced for no other reason than that 
such avaricious men and rapacious Nimrods should have snares for 
money and nooses for souls.’ In his anger at the man-made obstacles 
created by the vested interests of the priesthood, he advanced uncon- 
ventional suggestions, such as, for instance, that a woman who has an 
impotent husband should be entitled to cohabit with another (pro- 
vided he is unmarried) and reeu' his children. Under divine law such a 
woman must be regarded as free; yet he attacked divorce, intimating 
that even bigamy was preferable. Here may be descried hints of the 
attitude which he was later to take towards the matrimonial diffi- 
culties of Philip of Hesse. He objected to calling ordination a sacrament 
because it placed the priesthood in an unjustified position of prmlege. 
In fact baptism must make priests of all men if rightly received. Ex- 
treme unction, w'hich he believed to be founded on the dubious 
teaching of St. James, though abused by the Church, is in itself harm- 
less, though not diwnely instituted. 

Shortlj after the publication of the Babylonian Captivity, Luther 
issued in October, 1520, another small tract, written first in Latin and 
then translated into German, On the Freedom of a Christian Man. 
The work was prefaced by an open letter to the Pope couched in 
conciliator}' terms. He praised Pope Leo X as a man but castigated the 
system of which ho was the victim. ‘For many years now, nothing else 
has overflowed from Romo into the world — as you ore not ignorant 
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than the laying waste of goods, of bodies, and of souls, and the worst 
examples of all the worst things. These things are dearer than light 
to all menj and the Church of Rome, formerly the most holy of all 
churches, has become the most lawless den of thieves, the most shame- 
less of all brothels, the very kingdom of sin, death and hellj so that not 
even Antichrist, if he were to come could devise any addition to its 
^Yickedness.’ 

By and large, however, the Freedom of a Christian Man sounded 
a very different note, reflecting that other side of Luther’s personality 
which his polemic so often concealed, reveahng a man wLo was deeply 
devout and profoundly aware of the meaning of Christian vocation. 
The tract was unusually free from the strident and occasionally 
egotistical bombast which marked so much of his polemic writing. 
It was a piece of popular theology addressed to the common reader on 
the necessity and virtue of faith. He began with the Pauline paradox 
that: ‘A Christian man is the most free lord of all, and subject to nonej 
a Christian man is the most dutiful subject of all, and subject to 
everyone.’ There is, Luther avowed, a duality in man’s nature 
‘spiritual and bodily’, spirit and flesh. The health of the former, the 
inward or spiritual man, the means by which ‘ a man becomes justi- 
fied, free and a true Christian’, is a prior necessity, for ‘What can it 
profit the soul that the body should be in good condition, free and full 
of life . . . when even the most impious slaves of every kind of vice are 
prosperous in these matters ? ’ 

The Word of God gives life to the soul of man. If it responds to this, 
then ‘it is rich and wants for nothing, since that is the word of life, of 
truth, of light, of peace, of justification, of salvation, of joy, of liberty, 
of wisdom, of virtue, of grace, of glory, and of ever}' good thing’. But 
what is the Word of God? It is the ‘Gospel of God, concerning His 
Son, incarnate, risen and glorified, through the Spirit, the Sanctifier’, 
and above all it is faith in Christ. ‘For faith alone, and the efficacious- 
ness of the Word of God, bring salvation.’ ‘The Word of God cannot be 
received and honoured by any works, but by faith alone. Hence it is 
clear that as the soul needs the Word alone for life and justification, so 
it is justified by faith alone, and not by any works.’ It is this wliich 
confers the forgiveness of sins, that assured sense of spiritual re-birth 
and the possibility of salvation. The Scripture is divided into precepts 
and promises. Tlie precepts teach man what is good, show liim what 
he ought to do but do not give him the power to accomplish it. But 
the promises of God declared: ‘ If you udsh to fulfil the law, and, as the 
law requires not to covet, lo! believe in Christ, in whom is promised to 
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Freedom of a Christian Man, ‘ so far as paper is concerned, but if its 
meaning is understood, it contains the whole sum of a Christian 
Ufe.’ 

These three dissimilar tracts, cumulatively, revealed the real cleav- 
age that then existed between Luther and the Church. The papal bull 
of condemnation, Exsurge Domine, which was beginning to circulate 
inside Germany, stressed the peril of the ‘ deadly poison ’ that the fox, 
Luther, was spreading in the vineyard. He was exhorted to obey the 
Church, to recant formally or to come to Rome. He was again given a 
grace period of 60 days after which he and his followers would be 
condemned as obstinate heretics. He was ordered to abstain from 
preaching or writing in the intervening period; and his books should 
be bimied. If it was possible, he himself should be detained; those who 
sheltered him were liable to severe punishment. While the bull was 
to be published throughout Germany, it must be posted especially on 
the doors of the cathedral churches of Brandenburg, Meissen and 
Merseburg, the three dioceses geographically contiguous to Witten- 
berg. In reply Luther issued a vituperative pamphlet, a familiar blend 
of theological penetration and scathing abuse, which had a wide sale. 
Yet could the war of words remain that alone? Luther, nervous, 
sensitive but spurred on by an inner dynamic, showed no sign of 
yielding. The Church in Germany was far from united in its disap- 
proval ; the papalists were mustering their supporters. 

Hitherto the papal policy had been comparatively ineffectual be- 
cause papal politics had acted as an essential brake on religious deci- 
sions. The Pope had not wished to prevent a favourable outcome to the 
Imperial election. Now that the young Hapsburg, Charles V, had been 
elected in spite of papal diplomacy, it was virtually essential to make 
the best of a bad job. The publication of the papal bull of condemnation 
showed, however, that the curia could no longer tolerate the existence 
of its truculent antagonist. It decided that it must authorise its legate, 
Aleander, to publish the bull and to negotiate with the Emperor and 
the Imperial Diet so as to ensure Luther’s proscription. The legate, 
Girolamo Aleander, a Venetian by birth, was a good Greek scholar 
who had worked with Erasmus at the Aldine Press and who had 
served as Rector of the University of Paris; but he was also an adminis- 
trator (who had acted as chancellor to the ^vily Bishop of Libge), a 
diplomat (who had been papal secretary and librarian at Rome) as 
well as a suave 'and attractive man of the world (his interest in von 
Hutten’s cure for syphilis was not merely academic). VTiile there was 
little doubt about his ability, by temperament and training he was 
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likely to be antipathetic to Lutherj nor was he the sort of man whom 
Luther would himself respect. 

His various qualities made him, however, a good choice for bringing 
the papal condemnation of Luther to the notice of the Germans, 
though his work seemed initially to meet with limited success. He 
decided that one of the most spectacular ways of underlining Luther’s 
heterodoxy was to arrange a pubhc burning of his books, conducted 
with due ceremonial and in the presence of the leading representa- 
tives of Church, University and State. First, however, he had to present 
the papal bull to the young Emperor, which he did at Antwerp on 
September 26th, 1520. He could then with Imperial approval carry 
out the work of incineration. He began at Louvain (on October 8th) 
in the market square, went on to Libge, thence to Cologne (where he 
succeeded in having two interviews with the Elector Frederick who 
characteristically stone-walled) and finally to Mainz where the 
executioner at first obstinately refused to light the fire and the crowd 
began to pelt the Italian with stones. Indeed the more Aleander 
travelled about Germany, the more aware he became of the growing 
support for Luther and of the extent to which the curia had under- 
estimated the danger. The university authorities at Louvain began to 
regret the approval that they had given to the burning of his books. 
At Cologne Aleander had been embarrassingly aware of the latent 
hostility of the powerful knight, Franz von Sickingen, at whose nearby 
castle of Ebernburg there was hving the humanist versifier, Ulrich 
von Hutten, a more intransigent opponent of Roman claims than 
Luther himself. 

He must too have learned with indignation of the way in which the 
papal bull had been greeted at Wittenberg. On the evening of Decem- 
ber 9th, 1520, Melanchthon had affixed a notice to the church door 
ur^ng an who cherished evangelical truth to gather at nine the next 
morning before the church of the Holy Cross (just outside the Elster 
Gate). Here a bonfire was made into which were thrown papal 
decrees, volumes of the canon law and the Summa Angelica of Angelo 
of Chiavasso. Amidst shouts of jubilation Luther himself flung the 
buU which had condemned him, declaring: ‘Because you have con- 
demned the truth of God, He also condemns you today to the fire, 
amen. ’ As the paper blazed and the smoke rose high in the sky the 
crowd sang a Te Deum. Later in the day the students arranged their 
own celebration to the sound of music and revelry, with less emphasis 
on the rehgious aspect of the event. Thus in a theatrical demonstration 
that was half-way between an academic occasion and a university 
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bump supper, Luther metaphorically burned his boats behind him. 
He had symbolically destroyed not merely the papal bulls and decrees 
but the canon law on ■which the authority of the Church rested. The 
flame that lit the wintry day would not slowly die. 

If Luther had no intention of compromise, his critics were less 
united than Aleander had hoped. The young Emperor, Charles V, 
devout, immature and yet aware of the great responsibihty which 
rested on his shoulders, would not readily take precipitate action "with- 
out consulting with his ad'vdsers. Many of these were churchmen but 
they were cautious men, suspicious of papal policy and ultimately more 
concerned "with protecting their master’s authority than preserving the 
Church against the attacks of a renegade friar. It is doubtful whether 
they were much better informed than the curia about the degree of 
support that Luther had •w'on in Germany. They were, however, 
quite clear that it would be impolitic to alienate his patron, the 
Elector of Saxony. It was he who really stood between Luther and the 
Emperor’s decision to implement the papal buU. In spite of his follow- 
ing, the professor depended for his .freedom on the ^vill of this cautious, 
stohd and sensible Saxon prince. The latter suggested that the Em- 
peror should himself inter-view Luther. The negotiations which were 
thus initiated were prolonged and complicated. It was very far from 
clear when the Emperor arrived at Worms for the opening of the 
Imperial Diet on January, 1521, that a momentous meeting between 
the two men which was to affect the future history of Europe was soon 
to take place. 
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CHAPTER 


The Diet of Worrm 

1521 


The Diet of Worms might well appear as the climacteric of Luther’s 
career, and in a sense it was so, since as a result of his meeting with 
the Emperor Charles V the latter decided to implement the papal 
decision. As a result the principal secular and ecclesiastical authorities 
combined to stamp out the challenge to their order. The drama of the 
ensuing situation has so gripped the historians’ imagination that the 
importance of the Diet itself has been sometimes obscured. In effect 
there can be little doubt that the conclusions of the debate were more 
or less inevitable. There was no reason to suppose that Luther would 
compromise or withdraw his extensive condemnation of the Pope and 
the papal hierarchy, his criticism of the sacramental theology of the 
Church and of the demand that he put forward for the doctrine of 
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justification by faith and for the individual to accept the authority of 
the Word of God. Similarly the Roman Church could not condone the 
criticisms that Luther had made without violating its divine function 
and purpose. In fact the outward causes of complaint, the worldliness 
of the clergy, the corruption to which the Church had fallen wctim, 
the question of indulgences itself, were really peripheral matters which 
confused the real issues dividing the CathoUc from the Lutheran. The 
Church could, and would, put its house in order, cleanse its Augean 
stables, root out its abuses emd clarify its doctrine; but it could not 
accept the challenge which Luther offered to the Petrine authority 
of the Pope or to its sacramentally-founded theology. 

The less perceptive observers were almost certainly more impressed 
by the abuses which had for so long been held up to criticism than by 
doctrinal deviations. The power, pretensions and pomp of the clerical 
order, the gap that there seemed to be between what was taught and 
what was practised, had for centuries created a feeling of contempt for 
and hostihty towards the Chmch among all classes of society (as well 
as among some of the thinking clergy), though perhaps more speci- 
fically among the industrious merchants and the workers in town and 
country, who felt and resented the financial demands made upon them 
by the Church. Contemporaneously the lay princes cast envious eyes 
on ecclesiastical wealth and property. Anti-clericalism was a powerful 
factor in creating support for Luther; but anti-clericalism was not 
necessarily associated with a doctrinal revolution. Only a minority 
of those who cheered Luther as he moved towards Worms and who 
cast surly glances at the papal legate, xmderstood the meaning of 
justification by faith or would have readily embraced Luther’s 
theology; but they were very well aware that Luther had defied the 
Pope and had attacked the Church’s vested interests. When Aleander 
told the Pope that nine-tenths of the Germans supported Luther, he 
meant that they were opposed to Rome, and that Luther was the 
spear-head of anti-papahsm. 

The comparative confusion which must have existed in 1520-1 
as to the things for which Luther stood or was supposed to stand 
explains the importance of the Diet of Worms. It made possible the 
rise of a middle party, composed of all those who "wished to divest the 
Church in some degree of its power, privileges and property, to reform 
it of its abuses but who were not especially concerned "swth modifj'ing 
or changing its theology'. These were the men who were ready, as the 
Emperor’s confessor, Father Glapion, told Ulrich von ITutten, to 
praise Luther’s early attacks on the corruption in the Church and the 
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scandal of indulgences, but who could not go with him in liis more 
radical attacks on the authority of the Pope. Unwilhng to surrender 
Luther to the papal agents, this group wanted the Emperor to adopt 
Fabian tactics in dealing with the legate, hoping that a compromise 
could be ultimately arranged which would prevent the fragmentation 
of the Church. They were Erasmian in their sympathies and num- 
bered, as Aleander regretfully noted, some of the Emperor’s promi- 
nent advisers. They were, perhaps, insufficiently homogeneous to 
found a party, but their appearance at the Diet of Worms did much to 
determine the next 30 years of German history. They would not admit 
that the break between Lutherans and Catholics was incapable of 
solution, and their activity, rather than that of Luther himself, hes 
behind all the various councils, diets and conferences which, like 
modern disarmament conferences, met with monotonous if futile 
regularity in the ensuing years. 

The young Emperor, Charles V, was the centre of all hopes. He was 
then in his twenty-first year, the master of a great unwieldy dominion, 
in character stolid, genuine, conscientious, not especially intelligent or 
■ outstandingly capable, more sensible than he looked, by no means a 
great man, but possessing an underlying strength and a sense of duty 
which carried him through the next three decades until ill-health and 
political disillusion led him to retire to the solitary luximy of a house 
attached to the Hieronymite monastery of Yuste in Spain. He had 
been subject since his early years to the influence of Flemish nobles 
and churchmen, like Chifevres and Adrian Dedel (who was shortly to 
succeed to the papal throne as Adrian VI), but he was not a tool or the 
voice of a faction; perhaps the most influential member of his en- 
tourage was to be an Erasmian churchman, Mercurino Gattinara. In 
spite of his youth Charles had already enjoyed a wide political experi- 
ence. Succeeding in 1516 in his sixteenth yecir to his grandfather’s 
throne of Aragon, he had arrived in Spain to find it surging with revolt; 
but, after making some initial mistakes resulting from his political 
immaturity and his trust in his Flemish advisers, he had displayed 
considerable shrewdness in bringing about a restoration of royal 
authority once the revolt had collapsed. This was hardly his personal 
'\responsibihty, for his attention had then been focused on his newly- 
' won Imperial position. Although the effective power of the Holy 
Roman Emperor was singularly limited, the prestige attached to the 
office was still enormous. The negotiations which preceded the election 
were criss-crossed with self-interest, as the Electors feathered their 
nests, and the Pope tried to prevent the election of the young Haps- 
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burg prince. Cliarlcs’ conduct of the complex bargaining which led to 
his eventual election as Emperor in 1519 showed some political 
insight. As Emperor his wealth and power came from his hereditary 
possessions, the Spanish empire, the Low Countries and his Austrian 
territories, rather than from the amorphous conglomeration of princi- 
palities, free cities, bishops and other semi-autonomous authorities 
wlxich made up the empire in Germany. He went, fresh from the 
splendours of the traditional ceremonial of his coronation at Aachen, 
to the ardours and archaic procedure of the Imperial Diet which was 
meeting at Worms. Charles was not a true German but a Burgundian; 
his knowledge of histor}', as his religious coindctions, was rooted less in 
Spanish or German soil than in the mystical traditions, tlie catholic 
conservatism and the hai*sh political realities of Burgundian history. 

He must have come to the Diet with some realisation of the vast 
and difficult problems which were likely to face him there, for the 
Lutheran issue was only one among a host of questions whicli needed 
to be resolved. The constitution of the Diet, as that of the Empire 
itself, bore little relation to the needs of the contemporary situation. 
Several vain attempts had already been made to make the constitution 
more effective and workable; but so far with only meagi-e results. A 
constitution of sorts had indeed been promulgated (which included a 
clause of some relevance to Luther, declaring that no German should 
be taken outside Germany for trial or outlawed without due cause and 
hearing); but what had been so far done was no real answer to the 
seemingly insoluble problem of how to make the Emperor’s authority 
operative outside his o^^^^ estates or how to give him the necessary 
resomces in men and money. There was also the question of Imperial 
relations mth the estates of the Diet, \wth the German princes both 
great and small, \wth the bishops, -vsith the free German cities, \vith 
the Imperial knights, all the varying congeries of powers split by 
different interests vertically and horizontally and yet bound together 
by a vague Teutonic consciousness. The Emperor was not a con- 
stitutional monarch but his power was checked and counter-checked by 
his need for co-operation with the German princes. He could take no 
final decision without considering how it ■would affect all interested 
parties and virtually without their consent. Yet these were only some 
of the problems ■with which he had to deal. He had to take precautions 
for the defence of the eastern frontiers of his dominions against the 
marauding Turks. He had to take into account the long-term reper- 
cussions of his Imperial policies on his other dominions, notably the Low 
Countries and Spain. He had to devise a programme for containing the 
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French and yet regaining the lost Burgundian lands of which past 
French kings had deprived his grandmother, Mary of Burgundy. He 
had to ensure that Imperial (and Spanish) influence was preserved in 
the Italian peninsula, more especially in the north which formed the 
virtual life-line between the two most important parts of his dominions. 
It was essential that he should have the support of the Pope, but equally 
important that if the Pope supported the Valois kings of France the 
Pope should be brought to heel. Among his numerous, occasionally 
exotic and sometimes meaningless, titles, Charles enjoyed that of the 
King of the Romans, and he hoped eventually to be crowned by the 
Pope himself. His coronation, which took place at Bologna in 1550, 
was actually to be the last in the long history of the Empire. 

Charles’ Italian interests as well as his opposition to the French 
involved him necessarily in the intricate network of papal politics. 
Neither Charles nor the Pope could follow a single-minded policy or 
take a decision that was founded on religious considerations alone 
without wondering about the subsequent chain reaction. The secular 
interests of the Papacy, and of the Medici house which supplied two 
Popes at this time, Leo X and Clement VII, his successor, in particular, 
made it oppose the extension of Imperial power in Italy. If there had 
not been these political complications, Charles acting in collaboration 
with the Pope might have been in a much more advantageous position 
to deal with the problem presented by Luther and his adherents. 

It is doubtful whether Charles himself realised all the possible 
intricacies when he was brought face to face with a man who seemed to 
him an obstinate, heretical monk. Although he was in his general 
pohcy most concerned with protecting the interests of his family, he was 
throughout his life a conventionally devout Catholic. Religion meant 
far more to him than, for instance, it did to his contemporary and rival, 
[Francis I of France. From his earliest youth his life had been saturated 
in religious observance, and he held the Church in uncritical veneration. 
He was indeed later to find the behaviour of individual popes pro- 
foundly irritating and almost un-Christian; but he did not believe 
that the low standards of its officials affected the validity of the Church 
or its sacraments. The papal office in the last resort was unaffected by 
the personal character of its holder. The Church was a God-given, 
apostolic instrument for the salvation of men. Charles was a matter of 
fact man. His morals were not irreproachable, and he was certainly no 
theologian. In religious affairs he was a cautious conservative. If he had 
read Luther’s works, he would have thought them tiresome, imper- 
tinent and revolutionary; the mystical quality of his devotion would 
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have made little impact on his unimaginative realism. Yet he under- 
stood firmly enough that his own authority had been given to him by 
God and that it carried with it a definite responsibility. He was by his 
office a protector and defender of the Chiuch and of the faith of the 
Church. He realised that the Church needed reform, for he had been 
brought up in an environment shaped in part by the ideas of the 
conciliar movement; but he found the spectacle of a monk challenging 
the traditions and authority made sacrosanct by history singularly 
hubristic and distasteful. The decision which he was to finally reach at 
Worms was one which he felt personally as well as politically to be 
correct. 

Much intricate negotiation had, however, proved necessary before J 
the final invitation had been despatched to Luther to appear at Worms. | 
In August, 1520, Luther had himself appealed to the Emperor: ‘It is 
not impertinent that one who through the truth of the Gospel has 
reached the throne of Divine Majesty should approach the throne of an 
earthly prince, nor is it improper that an earthly prince, who is the 
image of the Heavenly, should stoop to raise up the poor from the dust. 
Consequently, unworthy and poor though I be, I prostrate myself 
before your Imperial Majesty. I have published books which have 
ahenated many, but I have done so because driven by others, for I 
would prefer nothing more than to remain in obscurity. For three years 
I have sought peace in vain, I have now but one recourse. I appeal to 
Caesar. I have no desire to be defended if I am found to be impious or 
heretical. One thing I ask, that neither truth nor error be condemned 
unheard and unrefuted.’ Luther’s view of political authority was | 
conservative and conventional. He believed that the Prince received i 
his power from God to rule justly, and he appealed to the chief secular | 
magistrate to vindicate his subject against the chimchmen who sought i 
to condemn him. 

Although Luther had already a wide following, his case must have 
seemed unimportant by competrison with the other problems which 
confronted the Imperial advisers. It was the Elector Frederick of 
Saxony who suggested to two of Charles’ advisers, Henry of Nassau 
and Chifevres, that it might be expedient to give Luther a hearing. As 
they wanted to ensure that the Elector would support the Emperor in 
the forthcoming diet they suggested to Charles that he should review 
Luther’s request favourably and on November 27th, 1520, they told 
the Elector that Charles had agreed to his bringing Luther to Worms. 
This, however, was not what Frederick wanted. He wanted the 
Emperor to summon Luther directly. He did not himself wish to be 
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necessarily identified with Luther’s cause or to assume responsibihty 
for him. As Meander told the Roman ciuial officials, Luther had many 
friends at the Saxon court upon whom the Elector placed great 
reliance. He seems honestly to have admired Luther’s courage and 
tenacity, hut he had not embraced his religious views. Luther was for 
the Elector as well as for the Emperor a hostage in a complex game of 
German politics. The Elector was desirous of negotiating a marriage 
between liis nephew, John Frederick, and the Emperor’s sister, 
Catherine. He did not wish therefore to suggest that he was too 
much of a partisan. So he refused to bring Luther to Worms himself. 
Even before the news of his refusal reached the Imperial court, 
Charles, perhaps responding to the influence which the papal legate 
was bringing to bear and returning to his own instinctive reaction, 
decided to rescind the invitation. 

Much to his satisfaction Aleander’s influence with the Emperor had 
grown during the winter of I52O5 but he was none the less uneasy 
at the apparent willingness of Charles’ advisers to temporise as by the 
growing evidence for Luther’s own popularity mth the ordinary 
people of Germany. ‘Martin’, he wrote, ‘is depicted with a halo and 
a dove about his head. The people kiss these picttu'es. So many have 
been sold that I was not able to buy one. A cartoon has been appearing 
portraying Luther with a book in liis hand accompanied by Hutten in 
armour with a sword under the caption “Champions of Christian 
Liberty’’. Another sheet shows Luther in front and Hutten beliind 
carrying a chest on which are two chalices with the inscription, “The 
Ark of the True Faith”. Ereismus, in front, is playing the harp as 
David. In the background is John Hus, whom Luther has recently 
proclaimed as his saint. In another part of the picture the Pope and the 
cardinals are being bound by the soldiers of the guard. I cannot go 
out on the streets but the Germans put their hands to their swords 
and gnash their teeth at me. I hope the Pope will give me a plenary 
indulgence and look after my brothers and sisters if anything happens 
to me.’ Thus the papal nuncio prognosticated gloomily in his lodgings, 
but his influence at comt remained considerable. 

While Luther waited in Wittenberg, indefatigably industrious, 
teaching, studying and writing, for he had the unusual knack of being 
able to concentrate in moments of anxiety on the work in hand, 
cavalcades of princes and nobles, knights and citizens were moving 
through the winter’s cold towards the city of Worms where the 
burghers were rubbing their hands at the thought of the profitable 
business which the Diet would undoubtedly bring to their town. 
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The price of lodgings and of food rose to unprecedented heights^ wine 
and beer was consumed in vast quantities. A councillor from Nm-em- 
berg, Spengler, noticed that many of the leading churchmen spent 
much of their time, even after Lent had begun, in gamhhng and feast- 
ingj while the presence of so many armed retainers, and of other 
imdesirable disorderly elements, stimulated gangsterdom and robbery. 
‘Things are here much as they are in Rome’, the humanist, Dietrich 
Butzbach, commented, ‘with murder and theft; all the streets are full 
of prostitutes; there is no Lent here, but jousting, whoring, eating of 
meat, mutton, pigeons, eggs, milk, and cheese, and there are such 
doings as in the mountain of Dame Venus.’ 

The Diet had opened, only three weeks late, with solemn mass in 
the Cathedral on January 27th, 1521. A copy of Luther’s appeal was 
presented to the Emperor on February 6th, but he tore it up. The grati- 
fied papal nuncio picked up the pieces and sent them to Rome. Six 
days later Aleander was asked to address the Diet, and in a three-hour 
speech he outlined the familiar arguments against Luther, stressing 
the fact that he had condemned the findings of the Council of Con- 
stance (attempting in this way to win over those who put their trust 
in the calling of a General Council) and mentioning once again his own 
discovery of a document which showed that the Greek Emperor, John 
Paleologus, had accepted the supremacy of the Pope; but he did not 
himself produce the papal bull excommunicating Luther, thus pro- 
viding an opportunity for his critics who argued that they were being 
asked to outlaw a man who had not yet been banned by the Church. 
The Emperor was persuaded by Aleander’s arguments to agree that 
the edict banning Luther ought to be promrdgated if the princes gave 
their assent. Tliis, however, they failed to do and, if Aleander’s account 
is correct, they became so heated that they started to fight among 
tliemselves. On Februarj' 19th, 1521, the Estates recommended that 
Luther should in fact be summoned to attend the Diet, not indeed to 
in equal debate but to answer certain questions put to him by 
theological experts. If his replies were unsatisfactory, they would 
agree to the publication of the edict; but they alleged that if Luther 
was to be condemned without having been given an opportunity to 
clear himself this w'ould only further inflame public opinion in lais 
favour. Perturbed by this new development, Aleander ■wrote hastily 
to Gattinara in the hope that Charles might yet refuse the Estates’ 
request. 

It did indeed prove difficult to reach a decision but the Emperor w'as 
keen to secure the Estates’ support for the publication of the edict and 
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SO eventually fell in mth their proposal. On March 6th, 1521, a letter 
was penned to ovu: ‘ dear, honoured and pious Dr. Martin Luther of the 
Augustinian Order’ requesting him to come to Worms within 21 days 
‘in order to receive . . . information from him regarding the doctrine 
and the books which have from time to time come from him’, and 
promising him a safe-conduct, hut it was not until March 16th or 17th 
that the herald of the Empire, Kaspar Sturm, left Worms for Witten- 
berg, bearing the invitation. The sending of the herald himself was a 
courteous gesture which showed that the Estates were seriously con- 
cerned that Luther should attend the Diet, but it enraged and dis- 
concerted the papal legate. He and his friends were using every 
possible means to discredit the Saxon monk, suggesting that he was 
another Hus, and intimating the Pope would more readily bestow 
benefices on those who toed the papal line. Moreover the Imperial 
edict against Luther had now been issued, though its immediate effect 
seems to have been slight; the Nuremberg councillor, Spengler, 
reported that in some towns the placards were torn dowm as soon as 
they were posted and that if anything public opinion was still turning 
in Luther’s favour. 

Luther did not long hesitate after the receipt of the Imperial mis- 
sive, only delaying his departure until the Easter festival had ended. 
‘I ^vill reply to the Emperor’, he had written to Spalatin, ‘that if I 
am being invited simply to recant I will not come. If to recant is all 
that is wanted, I can do that perfectly well right here. But if he is 
inviting me to my death, then I will come. I hope none but the papists 
wll stain their hands in my blood. Antichrist reigns. The Lord’s will 
be done.’ In spite of such gloomy forebodings, a little cavalcade, con- 
sisting of Luther and three companions bearing the' 20 gulden granted 
by the university towards their travelling expenses, at last left Witten- 
berg. 

The journey w'as uneventful, though it was only after they had 
started that Luther learned that the edict against him had actually 
been published. He and his companions beguiled the time with don- 
nish conversation; how far, they discussed for instance, was the book of 

oshua a pre-image of the Gospel. At Erfurt, where Luther thought 
t e university officials might show fight, he preached on justification 
by faith and vigorously scholastic philosophy. He was welcomed at 
Gotha, Eisenach and Frankfort-on-the-Main. At Oppenheim he was 
greeted by young Martin Bucer who brought an invitation from von 
Sickmgen and Hutten asking him to join them at the Castle Ebern- 

urg. ’iWiether this was a subtle plan by the Emperor’s confessor, 
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Glapion (who had just had a signal success in persuading the out- 
spoken Hutten to enter the Imperial service), to prevent Luther’s 
appearance at Worms, at least until the expiry of his safe-conduct, or 
an attempt by Sickingen who may have doubted whether a safe- 
conduct g^ven to a heretic would he honoured to ensure Luther’s 
safety seems uncertain; hut having gone so far Luther had no wish to 
retreat. His mood was a queer mixtiu-e of depression and elation. The 
memories of the recent Holy Week were so strongly and strangely 
impressed on his mind that he could not easily forget the via dolorosa 
of his Lord. After a tumultuous reception at Erfurt he admitted to his 
friends: ‘I have had my Palm Sunday. I wonder whether this pomp is 
merely a temptation or whether it is also the sign of my impending 
passion.’ To Spalatin he wrote from Frankfort: ‘We will enter Worms 
in spite of aU the gates of hell and the powers of the air ... so make 
ready the lodgings’. 

‘ The gates of hell and the powers of the air ’ seemed indeed remark- 
ably immobile. When he arrived at Worms on the morning of April 
16th, 1521, he was accompanied and cheered by a numerous crowd, a 
fact which Aleander noted with chagrin. A priest had actually bent 
forward to touch his habit as if he were a saint. As he stepped down 
from his wagon Luther remarked ' Deus erit pro me\ and all, 
Aleander wrote blackly, all the world had gone out to him. ‘The 
Elector of Saxony is already ruling and commanding . . . against God 
and against reason.’ Aleander, finding the climate of Worms as 
lowering as the company, was prone to depression, and he could not 
foresee how Luther would .behave in the unaccustomed environ- 
ment of the Imperial court. 

At the first meeting Luther seemed to have lost something of his 
accustomed confidence. The procedure had been staged by Aleander 
and the Emperor’s confessor, Glapion, to give Martin as little oppor- 
tunity as possible. The hereditary marshal, Ulrich von Pappenheim, 
arrived at four in the afternoon at the house of the Knights of St. John 
where Luther was lodging to escort him to the Bishop’s palace where 
the Emperor was housed. The Bishop’s chamber was naturally crowded 
beyond its capacity, and was stiflingly hot as the sturdy monk was 
brought before the Emperor and told that he must only answer the 
questions put to him. He seemed to a contemporary observer ‘ a man 
... of forty years of age, more or less, vigorous in expression and 
physique, eyes \rithout distinction, mobile of countenance and 
frivolously changing his expression. He wore the habit of the order of 
St. Augustine, -with leather girdle, his tonsure large and recently 
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shaven, his hair close clipped.’ Charles’ immediate reaction ^vas 
equally unfavourable. ‘This man’, he said shortly afterwards, ‘will 
never make me a heretic.’ Luther’s hooks had been piled on a nearby 
bench. The jurist, John von Eck (not to be confused with Luther’s 
opponent of the same name at Leipzig), at once asked Luther, first 
in Latin and then in German, whether the books attributed to him 
were in fact his own, and whether he wished to stand by their con- 
tents or in any way revoke his opinions. After a lawyer had read out a 
list Luther replied that he was certainly the author of the books, hut 
he would like further time before he answered the second question 
inasmuch as it was a matter of faith and the salvation of souls and 
concerned the Word of God. He spoke so softly that some of the by- 
standers failed to catch the words, and in general he appeared some- 
what nervous and unsure of himself. His friends had patently told 
him that it would be wiser to play for time. It was very likely that the 
experience of entering the lions’ den itself, of being surrounded by 
the leading churchmen and nobles of the Empire, in the presence of 
the secular head of Christendom himself, at first proved unnerving 
and disconcerting to the academic whose forebears still farmed the 
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Thuringian lands. Von Eck rebuked Martin for not having realised 
beforehand that such questions would be put to him, but gave him 
24 hours to prepare an oral reply. He spoke at length, using a prepared 
oration in which he besought Luther not to divide the Church or to 
disturb the State, laying bare the radical effects of his own personal 
interpretation of the Scriptures and appealing to him to accept the 
gracious offers which the Pope and Emperor had given him. Luther 
might well have felt that the issue was already prejudged and Aleander, 
who had purposely and -wisely absented himself from the proceedings, 
must have been moderately encouraged by what had so far taken place, 
though he was doubtless incensed to learn of the shouts of encourage- 
ment which reached Luther as he pushed his way through the 
thronged hall and out into the narrow, crowded streets. 

If Luther lacked some of his normal confidence on April 1 7th, he had 
regained his self-assimance when he walked the next day towards the 
Bishop’s hall. Because of the discomfort experienced by the spectators 
during the pre-vious session, a larger chamber had been engaged for the 
meeting. Even so the room was so packed that Luther had difficulty in 
making his way to his place. Eck rewewed the proceedings at tiresome 
length before he reiterated his second question of the previous day. 
Luther spoke in German ‘with becoming modesty and yet -with 
Christian vehemence and forcefulness’, making it plain that he had no 
intention of revoking his opinions. Then, after a hesitant start, for he 
was uncomfortable and sweating profusely in the hot room, he trans- 
lated his reply into Latin. ‘Truly with the help of Christ I not 
revoke even an iota into all eternity.’ He readily admitted that his 
attacks on the Papacy had perhaps been more -violent than was becom- 
ing to a churchman, ‘ for I do not set myself up to be a saint, nor do I 
argue about my hfe, but about the doctrines of the Christ’. Yet his 
protest had been called forth by an intolerable situation. The con- 
science of the ChristicLn world had been held captive too long by canon 
law and papal policy; the German people are in danger of destruction 
because of Roman tyranny. He cannot possibly revoke what he holds 
to be true, though he will listen patiently to any arguments that can be 
made against his teaching. He is not imlike Christ before the High 
Priest, and like Christ he is ready to hear the charges against himself. 
Once more he had made publicly the identification between the sinful 
Luther and the spotless Christ which threaded his devotional life. 
‘Testify and point out my errors’, he declared (though without the 
slightest intention of changing his mind). ‘Vanquish me -with the 
A-STitings of the prophets and evangelists, for if I shall be thus instructed 
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Bishop’s hall they had ‘raised their arms, moving the hands and the 
fingers, as the Germans do for a signal of victory at the tournament’. 
When he at last arrived at his lodgings he shouted to the bystanders 
Ich bin hindurch, ich binhindurch' (‘I’ve come through. I’ve come 
through’). The end was, however, not yet in sight. He had indeed 
maintained his stand but he had issued a challenge in the presence of 
the Emperor and the Estates equally to the authority of the Church 
and the State. 

In doing so, he had at least brought the Emperor to a decision. The 
arguments which von Eck had used confirmed him in his belief that 
Luther was an arrogant revolutionary and a vulgar showman whose 
heretical and impertinent opinions had been established beyond 
doubt. He summoned the Estates to meet him the next morning at 
eight and then and there read a statement in his native French, which 
he very probably had drawn up himself at the conclusion of the 
previous day’s meeting. ‘ I am descended from a long line of Christian 
Emperors of this noble German nation, and of the Catholic Kngs of 
Spain, the archdukes of Austria, and the dukes of Burgundy’, he told 
his intrigued audience, ‘They were faithful to the death to the Church 
of Rome, and they defended the Catholic faith and the honoiur of God. 
I have resolved to follow in their footsteps, A single friar who goes 
counter to all Christianity for a thousand years must be wrong. 
Therefore I am resolved to stake my lands, my friends, my body, my 
blood, my life, and my soul. Not only I, but you of this noble German 
nation would be forever disgraced if by our negligence not only heresy 
but the very suspicion of heresy were to survive. After having heard 
yesterday the obstinate defence of Luther, I regret that I have so long 
delayed in proceedings against him and his false teaching. I wdll have 
no more to do with him. He may return under a safe-conduct, but 
without preaching or making any tumult. I will proceed against him 
as a notorious heretic, and ask you to declare yourselves as you promised 
me.’ 

This was a noble, candid profession of faith, honest and resolutej but 
it did not produce quite the effect for which the Emperor hoped. 
Many members of the Estate, who had expected a less rapid and a less 
positive reaction, turned pale as the Emperor spoke. The papal 
nuncio could not have been better pleased. But the Estates were not 
prepared to give up hope of a possible compromise. When the following 
day the Emperor asked the Electors (who formed the first Estate of 
the Diet) to approve his action, only four of the six signified their 
assent, Ludwig of the Palatinate and Frederick of Saxony remaining 
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silent. The division was ominous and was to be repeated at lower levels. 
Some feared that trouble might break out in the tense, excited atmo- 
sphere of the crowded cit}^ The walls were placarded tvith broadsheets 
for and against Luther. One bore a threefold ‘ bundschuh a peasant’s 
boot long the symbol of rebellion. The Archbishop of Mainz, one of the 
Electors and a target of Luther’s criticism, perturbed by the evident 
hostihty of the people, advised the Emperor to consent to a new 
hearing before scholars in the presence of the Electors. 

Charles could not disregard the dismay with which his decision had 
been greeted. On April 20th, 1521, the Estates presented a petition, 
stating that as Luther had promised that he would be willing to accept a 
scriptural proof of his errors, a commission of three or four persons 
‘serious and instructed in the Scriptures’ should be appointed to show 
Luther how his teaching was opposed to the true faith and to the 
decisions of Church councils. If he was then persuaded of the error of 
his ways, so much the better; if he still showed himself obdurate, there 
could be no possible reason for not executing the Imperial edict. If the 
Estates’ proposition was accepted, it would also prove that everything 
possible had been done to meet the wishes of the friar and his sup- 
porters. Although Aleander was worried lest this might be yet another 
attempt to reach a compromise, Charles eventually agreed to the re- 
quest, as long as he or his council was not directly involved and as long 
as Luther did not delay his departure for more than three days. 

The Imperial consent given on Monday, April 22nd, 1521, the 
Estates nominated a comimssion which met promptly at six the next 
morning to arrange procedure. Luther was asked to attend at the same 
hour the following day at the lodgings of Richard von Greiffenklau, the 
Archbishop of Trier, who had been appointed head of the commission. 
Its other members included Luther’s severe critic, Duke George of 
Saxony, his ecclesiastical superior, the Bishop of Brandenburg, the 
Elector Joachim of Brandenburg and the humanist, Peutinger; their 
spokesman was the fair-minded, clear-headed lawyer, Hieronymus 
Vehus, the chancellor of the Margrave of Baden. Luther was himself 
accompanied by Hieronymus Schurf, a Saxon lawyer, Nikolaus von 
Amsdorf, the theologian and Justus Jonas, the scholarly rector of Erfurt 
University. 

commission was sincerely concerned to find a way out from the 
impasse. In his opening speech Vehus emphasised that Christian 
councils were anxious to establish the truth and were not simply 
hidebound preservers of past traditions, and he implied, what indeed 
Aleander feared, that if a General Council was called in Germany it 
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could deal effectively with' the e'vils that Luther had attacked. At the 
same time he also stressed the dangers that followed the continued 
circulation of Luther's -writings which encouraged the defiance of the 
law of Church and State. Luther replied that although he condemned 
the Council of Constance for its unjust treatment of Hus, he did not 
thereby condemn all councils, but even their decisions stood or fell by 
the authority of Scripture. He was not indeed defending himself so 
much as the Word of God. ‘I can never make the Lord Christ other 
than God himself made Him; if we insist on fending off offence and 
hardship, we then bring them on ourselves in earnest, for the sacred 
Word of God has always looked as if it were going to cause the earth 
to collapse and the heavens to fall.’ Later in the day the Archbishop 
called Luther and two of his companions to another room where they 
had a discussion ■with the jurist, von Eck, and John Cochlaeus, a former 
supporter of Luther’s who had gone over to his opponents^ but the 
arguments, interminable and sophisticated, led nowhere. After dinner 
Cochlaeus -visited Luther at his lodgings where another conversation 
took place. Luther was in high spirits, cheerful and friendly, but none 
of the difficulties were resolved. 

In a final effort to prevent the failure of the discussions, Vehus and 
Peutinger adopted a suggestion put forward by Luther’s friend, 
Schurf, that he should be asked to submit his -writings to the Emperor 
and the Estates -with the reservation that ‘nothing should be done 
against evangelical doctrine and God’s word’. The Archbishop of Trier 
obtained a two-days’ extension of Luther’s safe-conduct and conver- 
sations were re-opened. Luther, however, insisted that he would not 
submit his -writings unless it was first agreed by all that the Word of 
God was free and independent of human judgment. He also made the 
point justifiably enough that the authority to whom he was asked to 
submit his boo^ had already in fact condemned them to be burned and 
had issued an edict against him. Vehus and Peutinger used all their 
tact and believed that they were gaining ground, so much so that 
Archbishop Greiffenklau consented to have a private talk -with him. 
He was gracious and Luther was friendly, but the reformer would 
make no concessions. ‘I would rather lose life and head than desert 
so clearly the Word of God.’ He reminded the Archbishop of Gamaliel’s 
comment that if his teaching was of God it would persist; if it were not 
it would perish within three years. 

There could be no real hope of an agreed solution. Luther was 
granted 21 days Avithin which to return to Wittenberg under safe- 
conduct, and he was told that he must not preach or otherwise stir up 
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people on his return journey. ‘I have never wanted anything’, he 
told the Imperial representative who came to deliver the formal 
document of dismissal, ‘ other than a reformation by means of sacred 
Scripture, and for this I have earnestly striven. For the rest, I 
would suffer for his Imperial Majesty and the empire all things, life 
and death, fame and infamy, reserving absolutely nothing for myself 
except liberty of confessing and testifying freely to the Word of God.’ 

Martin and his friends sat up late their last night at Worms, drink- 
ing Malmsey wine and talking with those who came to bid them fare- 
well. Then on April 26th, 1521, about ten in the morning, Luther 
and his small cavalcade left the city. The Elector had sent him 40 
gulden towards the cost of the journey, but the little group was not 
in fact to reach Wittenberg. Whether Luther knew this or not at the 
time seems doubtful, but he must have clearly realised that in his own 
struggle he had crossed the Rubicon. There could be no turning back 
now. 



CHAPTER 


Luther and the 

Progress of the Reformation 

at Wittenberg 

1521-1524 


If the Edict of Worms was a victory for the papalists, it was not one 
which they could put to good use. Lutheranism grew apace during 
the next three years, slowly beginning to find sympathetic backing from 
some of the German princes, so much so that when the Imperial Diet 
met at Nuremberg in 1523, it was face to face unth an entirelj^ changed 
situation. This is perhaps the more surprising as for some months 
Luther was himself a voluntary exile in the castle of Wartburg, and 
even on his return he confined his activities to Wittenberg and the 
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surrounding region. The wide sale of his puhhshed writings, inflaming 
his readers against the established Church, tending to exaggerate 
existing abuses and known corruption, reinforcing inarticulate anti- 
clerical opinion, in part explains the rapid growth of reformed ideas. 
T perceive’, the Emperor’s secretary, Valdes, wrote, ‘that the minds 
of the Germans are generally exasperated against the Roman see, 
and they do not seem to attach great importance to the Emperor s 
edicts, for since their publication Lutheran books are sold with 
impunity at every step and corner of the streets and in the market 
places.’ These editions, though small in number, were bought up as 
soon as they were fresh from the press. Between 1517 and 1520 some 
370 editions of his writings appeared, selling, it has been estimated, 
some 300,000 copies. Indeed the production of Luther’s works became 
so profitable to the printing trade that anti-Lutheran writers often 
found it difficult to obtain a publisher, and Luther himself found it 
necessary to inveigh against the circulation of pirated and unauthorised 
editions of his writings, which he did with his normal verve. 

There w'ere other factors which contributed to the remarkable 
expansion of Lutheranism in this period. As yet the greater princes 
remained somewhat aloof, hardly fully aware of the extent to which 
Luther’s teaching could be employed to further their own territorial 
and constitutional advantages. Luther had, however, a rising reputa- 
tion as a theologian who had created a school at Wittenberg which 
attracted the attention of the young aspirant to academic honours. If 
there was a drop in the numbers enrolled following his condemnation, 
some 16,292 students entered the university between 1520 and 1560, 
the majority from German-speaking lands. His teaching, refreshingly 
direct, defiant of the long-dominant scholasticism, seemed to make him 
a representative of the theological avant-garde of his time; few of the 
an^’- young men’ who read his works or flocked to his lectures 
realised the basic conservatism of his position. He had colleagues like 
Carlstadt and Melanchthon, follow'ers like Bucer and others who never 
achieved eminence but who contributed to disseminate his views 
through the churches. If the bulk of the support for the German 
reformation came from the laity, the lead was certainly taken by the 
c urchmen. Although Luther was opposed to the notion, a Lutheran 
, prirtj, to some extent stocked by graduates from Wittenberg, had 
Mme into being and was enthusiastically engaged in spreading his 

Moreover the time had arrived when his ideas found a practical 
mam estation, ■nliich must have done more than anything else to 
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bring the theologically indifferent an indication of the things for wliich 
Luther seemed to stand. What was happening at Wittenberg, the 
rejection of the Mass, the closing of the monasteries and so forth, was 
soon to be repeated all over Germany. Doubtless there was a religious 
need which Luther’s teacliing certainly met; but there was more than 
religious ingredients in the development of the Reformation. The 
physical pleasure which acts of violence and destruction stimulate may 
well have had its part in attracting some of the young men to his 
standard; when they entered the parish church at Wittenberg to 
drive out the priests and seize the mass books they concealed daggers 
under their cloaks. There was perhaps less concern for freedom for the 
Gospel than freedom from the Pope. Luther had supplied a dynamic 
which tumbled the old gods from the altar, ended age-old ecclesiastical 
demands and broke the spell which canon law, scholastic theology and 
sacramental Scmctions had established over the Church. Monks and 
nuns who had embraced hfe-long vows of chastity, poverty and 
obedience when they were impressionable adolescents, or even earlier, 
found that they had been deceived into thinking that their obligations 
were scriptural. Marriage, Luther explained, was not merely physically 
enjoyable but spiritually commendable. The supporters of the estab- 
lished order were correct in supposing that Luther’s teaching sabotaged 
the authority of the Church, and that the control which the sacerdotal 
order had in its own interests exercised over the laity had been effec- 
tively challenged. Neither they nor Luther were aware of the full 
implications of the reformed teaching. Indeed Luther himself began 
to be worried by the radicalism of some of his followers. 

The potential social dangers which Lutheranism fostered were 
displayed, so some of his critics alleged, in the armed attack which 
Franz von Sickingen and his knights made on the estates of the 
Archbishop-Elector of Trier in 1522. Von Sickingen represented a 
class of knights whose fortunes had been sadly depleted both by the 
better maintenance of law and order in Germany and by economic 
developments. In a desperate attempt to retrieve his influence and 
wealth he led an armed rising which ended in a disastrous defeat and 
his own death at Landstuhl in the spring of 1523. Neither von 
Sickingen nor his humanist soldier friend, the poet Ulrich von Hutten, 
acted under the aegis of or ■with the approval of Luther; but they were 
both associated with criticisms of the contemporary Church and attacks 
on its property. Hutten was a shrill, vehement critic of the corruption 
of the Church and he found fuel in Luther’s writings for his own 
fulminations. Luther was no doubt gratified by the friendly attitude 
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of Sickingen and Hutten, for on the eve of the Diet of Worms any such 
sympathy was warmly welcome. He refused Sickingen’s invitation to 
stay at the Ebernburg, but he rather sycophantically dedicated a tract 
to the knightly adventurer in language winch seems to the distant 
observer strangely inapposite. He did not, however, approve of the 
violence they were advocating and he disowned Sickingen’s attack 
on Church lands. Sickingen was, however, as dead os the cause he 
represented; while Hutten, diseased and desperate, found a little 
refuge on the little island of Ufenau among the reeds of the lake of 
Zurich where, befriended by Zwngli, he died in 1523. Although 
Luther’s connection with the Knights’ War was tenuous indeed, hostile 
critics necessarily associated the policy of violence with his teaching, of 
which Hutten was a self-acclaimed herald. 

By 1524 Luther had raised a whirhwnd; his ^vritings were read in 
Cambridge and London as well as in Paris and Brussels. He had 
become a European as well as German figure. But what of the man 
himself in these years? He had set out from Worms that spring 


morning in 1521 wth the intention of returning to Wittenberg but 
shortly before he reached Eisenach, armed horsemen had appeared 
who escorted the reformer to the medieval fortress of the Wartbimg. 
The Elector Frederick had himself agreed to the scheme for kid- 
napping Luther, in part to protect him from his adversaries who 
wished to put the Edict of Worms into operation and in part to keep a 
watchful eye and a restraining hand on his pugnacious subject, for the 
Elector’s own position was in some respects delicate. The outside world 
soon buzzed with rumours as to Luther’s fate. Some said that he had 


been seized by agents of Aleander or of the Archbishop of Mainz, 
others, by the Franconian knights, others, that his body had actually 
been discovered in a silver mine with a dagger plunged through it. 

O God , exclaimed Albrecht Diirer when this supposed news reached 
him in the Low Countries, ‘if Luther is dead who will henceforth 


expound the holy Gospel so clearly to usP’ Luther was, however, very 
much alive. He had discarded liis friar’s habit, dressed as a layman, 
let his beard and tonsure grow; he became known to the inhabitants of 
^ his neighbourhood as Junker George. Bucer writing to Zwingli on 
ay 23rd, 1521, 19 days after his arrival at the castle, hit the nail on 
the head when he said: ‘You may take it from me that Luther has 
in eed been taken captive, but unless I am very much mistaken, not 
at a by his enemies. The affair has been admirably screened and very 
discreetly carried out.’ 


Luther was himself less sure. Life in a monastery had already dis- 
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closed that he was not ideally suited to a contemplative existence. He 
would personally have preferred to have been in the thick of the fight, 
not vegetating in comfort in a gaunt castle, waited on by two pages, 
his identity known only to the warden, Hans von Berlepsch, and his 
immediate attendants. ‘Here I sit an odd capture, willing and yet 
unwilling — ^willing because God so wills it, unwilling because I should 
prefer to stand forth in behalf of the Word, but have not yet been 
found worthy.’ ‘ I sit here inactive and out of sorts the whole day long’, 
he wrote to Spalatin on May 14th, 1521. The good food and the lack of 
physical exercise again brought on constipation, and as its sequel 
piles, from which he suffered at Worms. He was beset by insomnia, and 
when he eventually slept he was the ■victim of nightmares. The Devil 
was everj'where. He heard him rattUng the hazel nuts in a sack} he 
listened to him scuttling down the stairs, making a great racket of it 
as his cloven hoofs hit the stone. He appeared as a black dog, laying 
on Luther’s bed until he tlmew it out of the window: ‘I can tell you 
in this idle solitude there are a thousand battles with Satan. ’ He felt 
depressed and lonely, so much so that he thought of leaving his eyrie 
to seek medical ad'vice at Erfurt. He was e-vidently experiencing an 
acute reaction from the emotional and intellectual crisis through which 
he had passed during his stay at Worms. He may well have had feelings 
of guilt as he considered the implications of the movement which he 
had set in train; but equally he felt a sense of inadequacy as he con- 
fronted the trials which lay in front of him. ‘ For the last eight days ’, 
he told Melanchthon on July 15th, 1521, ‘I have written nothing. I 
neither pray nor study, partly on account of the trials of the flesh, 
partly because I am tormented with another malady. If my condition 
does not improve, I shall throw off this disguise and go to Erfurt to 
consult the doctors, and you ■will see me there. For I can bear this 
■wretchedness no longer. Nay, I wo'uld suffer ten serious wounds more 
easily than this one seemingly slight lesion. Perchance the Lord thus 
torments me that He may force me out of this hermitage into the 
public arena.’ The Warden took him hunting in the hope that 
this would divert him, but Luther’s sensitive spirit was bruised by 
man’s inhumanity, an unusual trait in his age. ‘There is some point 
in tracking down bears, wolves and foxes, but why should one pursue 
a harmless creature like a rabbit?’, he ■wrote. A hare took refuge in 
his sleeve and, to Luther’s disgust, the dogs bit through it to their 
prey. Even amidst the excitement of the hunt, he found an analogue 
to his o'wn experience. ‘ So rage the Pope and Satan in order to destroy 
the souls I have saved, caring nothing for my efforts to rescue them.’ 
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He called himself ‘ most inactive ’ (ptiosissimus) but he was far from 
lazy. In some respect he was also ‘ most busy’ (jiegotiotissimus), utilising 
every moment of his spare time for study and writing. This at least 
afforded him some relaxation from the menace of depression. I have 
brought out a reply to Catharinus and another to Latomus, and in 
German a work on confession, expositions of Psalms 67 and 56, a com- 
mentary on the Magnificat, and a translation of Melanchthon s reply 
to the University of Paris. I have under way a volume of sermons on 
the lessons from the Epistles and Gospels. I am attacking the Cardinal 
of Mainz and expounding the ten lepers.’ If his polemic writings^ were 
as vigorous and as crude as ever, he had developed a singular gift for 
expounding the Bible simply and lucidly, making it relevant and intel- 
ligible to the common reader. He was working throughout his stay at 
the Wartburg on a translation of the New Testament into German, a 
task which Melanchthon had encouraged him to undertake. He used 
Erasmus’ text and worked to such good effect that he had completed 
the New Testament by the end of February 1522. He approached the 
problem of translation from the standpoint of the true scholar, using 
his linguistic ability to convey the true meaning of the text. The 
original leinguages in which the Bible was written form the sheath in 
which the sword of the Spirit is encased’. He employed contemporary 
lexicons and commentaries to aid him in his task: Reuchlin s Hudi 
menta Linguae Hebraicae (1506), Lefbvre’s Psalterium Quincuplex^ 
(1509) and Epistoli Pauli Apostoli (1512), Reuchhn’s Septem 
Poenitentiales (1512) and Melanchthon’s Greek Grammar (11) 
among others. In his treatment of the text he showed an unusu 
critical power, more especially with regard to the relative value of t e 
different books of the New Testament. ‘I long’, he wrote, that every 
town should have its own interpreter, and that the tongue, hand, 
ears, and hearts of all should be occupied -with this book alone. He 
was unable to finish his translation of the Old Testament, in part 
because his library of Hebrew books was inadequate at the Wart ^S’ 
but he expressed the hope that he ■would soon be back at Witten erg 
so that he might work quietly at this task. _ • u" 

Even this, however, does not comprise aU that engaged him in s 
exile. He composed devotional works, and he maintained a vast 
correspondence with friends and others all over Germany, more 
especially, as was natural, with his colleagues at Wittenberg. Far from 
being the headquarters of a recluse in exule, the castle had become t e 
nerve-centre of the Reformation. If Luther felt low-spirited, it was in 
part because of frustration, because at so critical a time he was debarre 


119 



LUTHER AND THE PROGRESS OF THE REFORMATION AT WITTENBERG 


from taking an active part in the exciting events that were then 
transforming the religious life of this small and rather dreary township. 

Wittenberg had become the scene of radical religious change. It was 
here that Luther’s theological assumptions began to his delight to find 
practical manifestation in the life of the community. While he was 
away the lead had been taken by Melanchthon, one of the most 
attractive of the reformers and by inclination and conviction a 
scholarly moderate, by Carlstadt, a university professor but much more 
radically-minded and Gabriel Zwilling, an Augustinian friar and 
something of a demagogue. Melanchthon in fact found that it was 
increasingly difficult to restrain his two enthusiastic colleagues. A 
chapter meeting of the Augustinians, or rather of those friars favour- 
able to Luther’s teaching, which had been held at Wittenberg in 
January, 1522, decided that all members of the order were free if they 
wished to renounce their vows. Within a few months the prior was the 
only remaining occupant of the monastery. The former friars, doubt- 
less encouraged by the gift of 1 00 gulden to repudiate their vows, soon 
abandoned their vow of chastity, in some cases marrying former nuns, 
to the scandal of the more conservative-minded. Luther had himself 
declared earlier that since marriage had been ordained by God, the 
ma^iage of a priest under divine law was a valid and indissoluble 
union. One of his former students, Bernhardi, now provost of Kems- 
berg in the diocese of Mainz, and two priests in the dioceses of Magde- 
Meissen, had recently followed his advice; but the two priests 
had been gaoled by their bishops and the Archbishop of Mainz had 
called on the Elector (in whose territory Bernhardi lived) to hand over 
^ culprit. The Elector referred the matter to Melanchthon and 

IS e ow professors at Wittenberg; they urged that the marriage of 
priests was le^timate since it accorded with the teaching of the Bible 
and the artual practice of the early Church. Carlstadt took the argu- 
en urt er, eclaring that monks and nuns should be everywhere 
priests ought to marry and rear a family; he 
whot L marrying Anna Mochau. In spite of 

^ ^ written uther was not a little embarrassed- at the attacks 

marriawp^ which the clergy embraced 

earlipr^p 7^'" Outgrown the training and teaching of 

berp-erc^L^*’ • commented to Spalatin, ‘our Witten- 

wife on TTi even to the monks! But they wall not thrust a 

atroroval deeper consideration he could not withhold his 

the cllfip T departure from Worms, 

the cloisters at Wittenberg were virtually empty. 
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Nor was this all. His teaching had become increasingly critical of the 
contemporary doctrine of the Mass. Tlie stress which he laid on 
justification by faith challenged its sacrificial aspect. The Mass cannot 
he regarded as a sacrifice nor even as an oblation since God needs 
neither to be placated nor offered anything; it is He who gives and men 
who receive. The Mass must he regarded therefore as a thanksgiving 
to God for what He has achieved for men through the sacrifice of 
Christ and a communion of those who believe. The vested interests of 
the clergy were responsible for the corrupt interpretation placed on it. 
He more especially condemned the celebration of private masses for 
the souls of the departed, which seemed to liim to contradict the 
necessary sovereignty of God and the inadequacy of all human works. 
On what actually happened at the consecration he was neither then 
or later perfectly clear. He held that the current doctrine of transub- 
stantiation by which the ‘accidents’ of the bread and wine remained 
while the substance was changed into the body and blood of Christ 
was an unjustified invention of the scholastic philosophers; but he 
none the less held fast to the belief that Christ was really and truly 
present in the Eucharist. 

As in so much else the practice of the apostolic Church, os he under- 
stood it, provided the true ci'iterion for judgment. He \vished to follow 
its example by giving communion in two kinds, that is the bread and 
the wine, instead of the one kind (the bread alone) as had long been the 
practice in the medieval Church, to the laity. On Michaelmas Day, 
1521, Melanchthon gave communion in both kinds to some of the 
students. Gabriel Zwilling urged a reform of the Mass in the monastery 
church. On All Saints’ Day, 1521, Jonas preached a fierce sermon 
against indulgences and called for the abolition of vigils and private 
masses. On the other hand there were ugly scenes in which the students 
and townsfolk took part not wholly free from intimidation. The 
ze ots and perhaps some who simply enjoyed the experience — ■ 
t ew stones at those who were saying their devotions to the Virgin. 

The news of these revolutionary happenings reaching Luther and 
Elector of Saxony, produced rather different reactions, 
e ector, who had his political position to consider and did not wish 
to a lenate either the Emperor or his fellow princes, was alarmed by 

e vio ent c aracter of the changes, and possibly embcirrassed by the 
sermon which Jonas had preached in the Castle Church in the midst 
o IS own prize collection of relics. Luther was thrilled by what had 
annoyed to learn that three of his outspoken tracts. 
On Monastic Vows, On the Abolition of Private Masses and A Blast 
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powerful student element, celebrated the eve of the festival by smash- 
ing images and votive lamps, by chanting ‘My maid has lost her shoe 
in the parish church and by heckling the priests and choir. The fol- 
lowing day Carlstadt, habited in a black gown and without the normal 
vestments, recited the Mass in Latin but in abbrewated form, omitting 
the all-important passages commemorating the sacrifice and the eleva- 
tion of the elements at the consecration} furthermore he invited the 
people in German to take the bread and the wine from the altar with 
their own hands. In his sermon he stated that fasting and confession 
were unnecessary for a truly Christian reception of the sacrament. All 
that God required of the Clu'istian w'as sincere contrition and a genuine 
faith. ‘See how Clirist makes you a sharer in his blessedness if you 
believe.’ These innovations were repeated many times in the following 
weeks and were confirmed by the towm council at its meetings on 
January 24th-25th, 1522. In addition to approving the administration 
of communion in two kinds and the liturgical changes which Carlstadt 
had introduced into the service, the council ordered all the altars, "with 
three exceptions, to be removed from the parish church to avoid 
idolatry. Church revenues and plate were sequestrated to form a 
common fund which was to be administered for the benefit of the poor. 
Monks and friars were forbidden to beg and ordered to work. The in- 
come of the vaiious religious fraternities was consolidated into a com- 
mon fund from which loans could be made to poor workers and the 
unemployed and money set aside to support orphans and poor children. 
All images were removed from the churches. Prostitution was banned. 

The Wittenbergersseemedtohave enjoyed the work of ‘reformation’. 
The former Augustinian friars under Zivilling’s lead tlirust out the 
altars from the monastery’s chapels, burned the pictures of the saints 
and smashed the images. In his iconoclastic zeal Carlstadt would have 
treated organs, trumpets and church music in similar fashion. The 
rowdy element eagerly followed the reformer’s lead. Moreover 
another ingredient had been added to the existing religious and social 
ferment through the arrival in Wittenberg of three enthusiastic lay* 
men, Stiibner, Storch and Drechsel, disciples of the radical prophet, 
Thomas Munzer, who had been recently expelled from the neighbour- 
ing village of Zwickau for creating disturbances there. Munzer and his 
followers were visionaries who believed that they were under the direct 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, indeed in such close contact that they 
did not even need the Scriptures to mediate the Word of God. Their 
ecstatic, woolly teaching, individualistic and antinomian, with power- 
ful undertones of febrile social revolution, added greatly to the general 
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turmoil. Melanchthon, anxious but impressed, •wrote favourably to 
the Elector who can hardly have been pleased to learn of the way in 
which the reformation was progressing in his favoured university. 
Luther’s innate conservatism made him highly sceptical of the claims 
made by the prophets of Z^vickau: ‘Those who are expert in spiritual 
things have gone through the valley of the shadow. . . . Prove the 
spirits, and if you are not able to do so, then take the advice of Gamaliel 
and wait.’ 

Wliether the Saxon Elector was even prepared to go that far was 
doubtful, nor is it altogether strange that he should have regarded the 
com^se of events at Wittenberg with increasing alarm. The canons of 
All Saints, intimidated by their fellow to\vnsfolk, grumbled bitterly of 
the insults to themselves and the Cathohc faith which they had to 
endure. The Imperial Estates meeting at Nuremberg were persuaded 
by Duke George of Saxony to complain of the unjustified innovation in 
reh^on that had been made in Wittenberg and its neighbourhood. 
The Bishop of Meissen on the initiative of the Estates asked permission 
from the Elector to conduct a visitation of his diocese. In poor health, 
nervous of the reaction which religious changes in his territory had 
provoked in Germany, and yet unw illin g to diso\vn Luther and his 
colleagues whose religious sincerity and academic reputation he 
admired, the Elector faced a dilemma which he could not easily 
resolve. But on February 13th, he wrote to the "Wittenberg authorities 
and the chapter of the Castle Church: ‘We have gone too quickly. - . . 
The common man has been indted to folly, and no one has been edified. 
We should have consideration for the weak. Images should be left 
tmtil further notice. . . . The question of begging should be discussed 
further. No essential portion of the Mass should be omitted. . . . Carl- 
stadt should not preach any more.’ 

The town council at Wittenberg could not ignore the Elector’s 
instructions when they were put in such a definitive way. Carlstadt 
agreed for the moment to suspend his preaching and Z-t-^'illing left 
Wittenberg. But if the Wittenbergers had no vvish to quarrel Avith 
their ruler and patron, they did not vrish to suspend the reformation 
of the Church. They dedded that the most satisfactory ^ysiy of solving 
their problems was to in-dte Luther to return to Wittenberg; he Avas 
their original leader and was besides knoAAm to be much more in the 
Elector’s confidence than his colleagues. iiTien Frederick heard of the 
proposed in'vitation, he Avas conciliatory, stressed the difficulties of his 
position, and the confused state of affairs in Wittenberg, urged Luther 
to curb his impatience and implied that if he did return, he must not 
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expect the Elector to protect him from the ^Tath of the 
1' ' ' .nv L the Diet. Luther replied firmly that he too had been much 

Emperor 01 ho f,oni Wenberg: ‘I was worried that the 

^01 hml been brought into discreet at Wittenberg.’ He could uot 
doubt that Satan had been at work there but he was not 
makinc concessions to his critics, for these would only bring the 
■efori/s ‘into contempt’. He had no doubt whatsoever that he was 
1 •iin- the Word of God and that the reforms which had been mtro- 
sense divinely inspired. He had only gone into 
concealment because the Elector had requested it, certainly not from 
cowardice or choice. He once again displayed his confident faith and 
^ i,«t5c -nride by declaring: ‘I would have j^ou know that I come 
rrivitteiiberg with a higher protection than that of your Grace.’ 
Indeed he asserted even more sublimely that he, Luther, was prob- 
1 b\o to give more protection to the Elector than the latter could 
^ o^ide for him. He was afraid that Frederick was ‘ weak in the faith. 

vrrn<;k what you should do, and think you have done too httle If 

our Grace had eyes, you would see the glory of God.’ The Elector 
^ well have been impressed by Luther’s resolute tone; yet ultim- 
Luther’s life and freedom still depended on his goodwill. 
Luther’s return to Wittenberg gave a measure of stability to the 
RefOTmation there. Two days after his return, March 8th, 1522, he 
I n a series of sermons in the parish church in the course of which 
he went some way towards adapting the contemporary situation to his 
tl ology- If? declared, we agree that faith is the basic necessary 
• predient in the life of the Christian, faith has always to be associated 
the law of love. This in its turn requires a display of patience and 
self-denial. No one can properly deny that what has been done so far 
to reform the Church has been excellent, but the spirit behind the 
reforms has been questionable. It has too often contravened the law of 
love and followed after violence. All real changes require persuasive 
testimony rather than force. Sow the Word of God, he told his congre- 
ation, and leave the rest to God. T will preach the Word, will declare 
h will write it. But I will never force or press anyone with violence, 
for faith can only be willingly, unconstrainedly nourished. ... I have 
’ ' done nothing; th® Word everything. If I had so wished, I might have 
"'v.eluged Germany with blood; yea, I might have started such a game 
Worms that the Emperor himself would not have been secure. I 
. e only let the Word act.’ Clearly his prophetic vocation had been 
greatly strengthened during his time at Wartburg Castle. His confi- 
dence was such that he might seem to be the Word himself. 
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Yet, by contrast with Carlstadt and some of the more revolutionary 
preachers, liis pohcy was restrained and moderate. He had no doubt 
that the changes that had been made in the Mass were theologically 
correct, but they should have been put into effect more slowly and 
only with the previous consent of the Elector. There were other matters 
where reform was abundantly justified, such as cehbacy, monasticism, 
fasting, images and sacred pictures, but where the eventual decision 
was best left to the conscience of the individual believer. Luther’s 
criticisms may well have betrayed that he was jealous of Carlstadt’s 
enthusiasm; he had the prophet’s dislike of able rivals. The ordinances 
which the town coimcil had passed the previous January were there- 
fore modified to allow a partial restoration of the Latin Mass (though 
private masses remained iinder the ban and the sacrificial elements of 
the Mass were omitted) as of sacred pictures and images. Communion 
in both kinds was permitted to those who Awshed to receive in that 
way but was not made obhgatory. The prophets from Z'wickau were 
sent packing: ‘See to it’, he urged the reformer, Hausmann, at 
Zwickau, ‘that 3’-ou allow no innovations to be made by public decree 
and oppressive methods. By the Word alone these images are to be 
assaulted and overthrown, which our people at Wittenberg have 
attempted to do by force and violence.’ In general Luther’s policy met 
with warm approval. Melanchthon sighed mth relief. The Elector 
must have been equally pleased. Oidy Carlstadt remained grimly 
silent, the more irritated by Luther’s confiscation of the tract which he 
had written recently against the papalist, Dungersheim von Ochsen- 
furt, which contained imphed criticisms of the reformer as well. 

Yet it is doubtful whether the existing situation could long continue. 
The canons of the Castle Church held fast to the old order and still 
sang masses for the departed. Luther felt that the continuance of the 
old religion in the midst of reformed Wittenberg was a slur on the 
true Word; the church constituted a ‘Bethavum’, a ‘house of sin’, a 
living reproach to the Gospel. Oblivious of the advice that he had given 
to the citizens in his preaching a few weeks earlier, he suggested that 
the Elector should use the revenues of the Castle Chmch to foster the 
Gospel and presumabl}’’ to oust the canons. By the New Year, 1525, 
he had become convinced that the continued activities of the Church 
constituted a scandal which prevented the progress of the Gospel and 
ought no longer to be tolerated. The masses should be brought to an 
end, the relics dispersed and the revenues of the church confiscated for 
better purposes. Christians, he declared, are under no obligation to 
tolerate the obviously scandalous, what constitutes, as he described it 
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in a strangely inappropriate but strong phrase, spiritual fornication. 
At last, somewhat reluctantly, towards the end of 1524, Frederick 
gave in to Luther’s requests. In the intervening period, the canons, 
indulgently described by Luther as ‘three or four pigs and belly- 
sowers’, had had to endure the stimulated hostility of the townspeople 
who smashed the Dean’s windows and made life so uncomfortable for 
him that the unfortunate man was at last obliged to write to the 
Elector to say that it was really impossible to perform the Mass. In 
this way Luther forced the Elector’s hand. The Dean and the Prior 
vacated the monastic buildings which the Elector, perhaps with a 
certain irony, presented to Luther together with the garden as his 
own residence. In truth the cuckoo had won the nest. 


Meanwhile reform had been going ahead in other directions. 
Luther told Spalatin at the beginning of 1523 that he felt that he had 
been too indulgent towcirds weak brethren. In March he introduced 
services of a more distinctively evangelical character in the parish 
church. He wanted to find a medium for an exposition of the whole 
of the New and Old Testament, together with prayer and praise; but 
he was desirous of ensuring that such services should not last longer 
than an hour, so that the congregation might not be wearied with 
protracted devotions, the asses’ work {eselarheit) so long familiar to 
Luther through the round of monastic hours. He was equally concerned 
that the preaching of the Word should become a prominent part of 
every Sunday service, including the Mass. The celebration of saints’ 
days, except those in honour of the Blessed Virgin, was brought to an 
end. The actual liturgy of the Mass, with which Carlstadt had previously 
remoulded in s. formula missae which he completed in 
1520 for use at Wittenberg and other reformed churches. After stating 
that the priesthood had distorted the celebration of the Lord’s Supper 
which had been instituted by Christ for its own ends, he eliminated 
the central act in the Mass by which the elements are transmuted by 
the words of consecration into the body and blood of Christ and in 
their places substituted the words of institution; he provided for com- 
munion in both kinds by priest and people. Henceforth communion in 
e one n was disallowed. He recommended the use of hymns in 
e vernacu ar. With regard to the other services he was in the main 
content to translate them into German. 

impossible to reform the liturgy without transforming the 
me uc provided the priesthood through which it was mediated 
o e peop e. or Luther the Chmch was the communio sanctorum, 
e gathered community of all those who had been accepted by Christ 
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as His people. ‘The being, life and nature of the Christian people is 
not a bodily assembly together but an assembling together of hearts 
in one faith.’ The ecclesia is the ‘ Christian holy people in which Christ 
lives, works and reigns “pe?- redemptionem" through grace and for- 
giveness of sins, and the Holy Ghost “per vivificationem et sanctifi- 
cationem'" through the daily purging out of sins and the renewal of its 
life’. It is God’s chosen people, Gottes Volk. ‘For the Chm'ch is and 
can be nothing else but a congregation of spiritual men, gathered 
together not into any one particular place, but into the same faith, 
hope and love of the Spirit . . . the Church of Christ is nothing other 
than an assembly of spiritual and believing men collected together, 
in whatsoever part of the world they may be: and whatever of flesh 
and blood they may be 5 and knowing also that of whatever person, 
place, time they may be, and whatsoever things they may have which 
flesh and blood use, these things pertain not to the Church.’ ‘I believe 
that there is on earth, through the whole wide world, no more than one 
holy, common Christian Chmch, which is nothing else than the con- 
gregation {Gemeine] or assembly of the saints, i.e. the good, believing 
men on earth, which is gathered, preserved, ruled by the Holy Ghost 
and is daily increased by means of the Sacraments and the Word of 
God.’ 

But if the Chm-ch is ultimately an invisible society of behevers 
^ coram Deo\ it must find an outward expression in the world. ‘The 
Church must appear in the world. But it can only appear in a covering 
[larval, ^ veil, a shell, or some kind of clothes which a man can grasp, 
otherwise it can never be found. But such a mask is a married man, 
somebody in political or domestic life, John, Peter, Martin, Amsdorf 
&c yet none of them is the Church, which is neither man nor wife, 
Jew nor Greek, but Christ alone.’ Inspired by a desire to return to the 
practice of the apostolic Chiu-ch, he had already slashed at the roots of 
ecclesiastical order and authority. The Pope appeared to him so much 
the antithesis of Christ that he could think of him as no less than 
Antichrist. His hatred had become so intense that no words or phrase- 
ology were too obscene to smear the papal curia: ‘The only portion of 
the human anatomy which the Pope has had to leave uncontrolled is 
the lund end.’ 

There is fundamentally one Cludstian estate (Stand), but within it 
the Christians themselves may be called to different offices (Amt). All 
true Christians must be priests with the same right as their fellows to 
preach the Gospel, to edify and correct their brethren vvithout the 
wrtue of specific ordination. ‘Tims it follows that there is really no 
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difference between laymen and priests, princes or bishops, spiritual 
and temporal, except that of office and work, but not of estate: for they 
are all Christians, true priests, bishops or popes, though they are not 
all engaged in the same work.’ What Stephen, Phihp and others had 
practised in the apostolic Chm-ch, the Christian was equally entitled 
to do in the sixteenth century. ‘ Christ has so operated in us that we 
are able spiritually to act and pray on behalf of one another, just as the 
priest acts and prays bodily on behalf of the people.’ Luther was able 
to combine his belief in the priesthood of all believers with the exis- 
tence of a called and consecrated ministry. ‘Let everyone therefore 
who knows himself to be a Cliristian be assured of this, and apply 
it to himself that we are all priests and there is no difference between 
us: that is to say, we have the same power in respect to the Word and 
Sacraments. However, no one may make use of this power except by 
consent of the community or the call of the superior. For what is the 
common property of all, no individual may arrogate to himself, unless 
he be called.’ Although Luther had admitted the need for a ministry, 
he had none the less challenged the accepted view of the Christian 
priesthood, more especially its mediatorial function. 

It followed that the Christian community or congregation {Gemeine) 
must be theoretically the ultimate authority in ecclesiastical matters 
in so far as it adhered to the Word of God, for the ‘ Church does not 
make the Word of God, but she is made by the Word of God’. The 
congregation is the embryonic Church, Kirche im JVerden, not 
assured that it is the Church but constant in its pursuit of its calling and 
protected by God’s grace. ‘For while the Word of God flourishes, all 
things flourish and go well in the Church — and that is the reason 
that at this day the Church is not only withered away into luxury 
and pomp but is almost wholly destroyed. It is because the Word of 
God is disregarded, and the laws of men and the artful inventions of 
Rome are taught.’ In practice, however, the Christian community 
I'sould^ seem the administrative unit in religious matters. ‘The 
Christian congregation’, he laid down in the rules which he drew up 
for the church of Leisnig in 1525, ‘or community has the right and 
power to judge of doctrine and appoint and depose its teachers’. ‘It 
can only be constituted and ruled by the divine Word.’ All this 
implied that bishops, already discredited by their worldhness, the 
canon law, the ministry' of the sacraments were only effectively valid 
if Aeir function was confirmed by the authority of the Word of God. 

^le rillage of Leisnig drew up a series of interesting regulations 
which w ere founded on the view that the congregation was the divinely 
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constituted authority in these matters. All church property was to he 
invested in a common fund to support the clergy, the poor, schools and 
so forth. It is doubtful whether Luther fuUy realised the implications 
of his teaching. Indeed although he continued to cherish the notion of 
the priesthood of believers and of the authority of the congregation, 
he found that in practice the behaviour of the believers could be dis- 
concerting, even revolutionaryj Luther was too confident of his 
authoritative powers of interpretation to permit the congregation 
to offer alternative expositions. 

Wittenberg afforded an example to the rest of Germany. In the 
early summer of 1523 Luther himself visited a number of Saxon 
towns, among them Borna, Zwickau, Eilenburg, Torgau and Alten- 
burg. The town council of the last named requested Luther to nominate 
a preacher for the pctrish church. Luther recommended Zwilhng, but 
the provost and chapter of the church of Oim Lady on the Mount pro- 
tested vehemently, claiming the right of appointment. Luther 
encouraged the Elector to support the town council, alleging that those 
who, like the chapter, opposed the Word of God automatically for- 
feited their rights. The Elertor eventually agreed to nominate the 
former Vicar-General of the Augustinians, Link, who at once intro- 
duced communion in two kinds. At Erfurt the reformers and their 
opponents were represented by the former Augustinian prior, Lang, 
who had only recently renounced his office, and Luther s old teacher, 
Usingen, whom he now denounced as Usinnen or Herr Nonsense. 
Here too the reformers sponsored violent and revolutionary methods 
to obtain power. Luther’s oivn personal evangelism was largely con 
fined to Saxony. Elsewhere his influence made its impact through his 
immense correspondence, his books emd the increasing number of his 
pupils and followers. ‘He’, MacMnnon ivrote, ‘addresses missive after 
missive to individuals, to churches, to town councils, or other govern 
ing bodies. He takes the lead in constituting churches on an evange ic 
basis and instituting a reformed order of worship. He responds to 
constant appeals for help and advice and befriends the refugees^ rom 
the monasteries or the ranks of the secular clergy who flock to Wittra 
berg, and for whom he strives to find maintenance and a vocation, e 
provides evangelical preachers for the churches that apply to him 
far and near. He appeals to the civil authorities or to the Elector an 
other magnates on behalf of prosecuted brethren and writes letters o 
comfort and encouragement to the communities in Germany an t e 
Netherlands which are suffering for the faith. Through Sp atin e 
constantly strives to influence the Elector to adopt a more energetic 
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policy on behalf of the Gospel, whilst disclaiming any desire to com- 
promise liira in his cause wth the Emperor and the Regency.’ 

If Luther was the field-marshal of the Protestant Reformation, he 
had to place reliance on his generals and lieutenants. Although 
Luther was gifted wth an almost unique power for communicating 
his thoughts in simple, moving German, the movement which he 
headed was fundamentally an intellectual protest. Its earliest leaders 
were thus neither demagogues or visionaries, but highly-educated 
men, professors and lecturers who held influential posts at German and 
Stoss universities. Melanchthon, Luther’s colleague as professor of 
Greek at Wittenberg, was a judicious scholar whose Loci Communes 
published at the end of 1521, systematised and elucidated Luther’s 
theology as he had expounded it in his lectures on the Epistle to the 
Romans. The book, translated into German by Spalatin, went through 
17 editions TOthin four years of its publication. The religious orders 
provided him TOtli many supporters; from his own order, the Augus- 
tinian Friars, Link, Lang, ZTOlling, Guttel, Jacob Probst and Heinrich 
Moller. Eborlin and Myconius had been Franciscans; Bucer was a 
former Dominican. Not all the clerical recruits were a credit to the 
movement, for the new-found freedom of the Gospel became an 
invitation to the antinomianism which Luther so condemned. But 
the general level, though it included hot-heads and radicals, was 
surprisingly high. If Lutheranism now and again attracted the dregs 
of the proletariat in its wake, the majority of its leaders were devoted, 
conscientious men, intent on proclaiming what they sincerely believed 
to be the ord of God from their pulpits. It was perhaps plain that 
they wore not always agreed as to the interpretation of the Word; but 
the movement of protest against the old religion gathered momentvtm 
in the 1520s. Within a few years Lutheran teaching had spread to 
Strasbourg and Ulm, to Constance and Augsburg, to Breslau and 
Nordlingon, to Hamburg and Bremen. In north-west Germany the 
Bishop of Samland accepted Luther’s views. 

The secular powers were slow to reveal their hands. The princes, 
undoubtedly suspicious of innovations which threatened the existing 
structure of society, were waiting to see whether Lutheranism could 
be utilised to their political advantage. The Elector of Saxony, balanced 
tincasilj on the fence, had taken a more definite lead to support Lvither 
than most of his colleagues in the college of princes; but his brother, 
John, and his nephew, John Frederick, were more open in their 
acccpuince of evangelical teaching. His cousin, Duke George of Saxony, 
on the other hand, was an outright opponent. An increasing number 
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of the greater and lesser nobility had been won over to Luther s 
teaching, some impressed by his principles and others attracted by the 
possibility of taking over Church property, wth the object of bolstering 
their own failing economy, their static revenues at a time of steadily 
rising prices. 

The Edict of Worms for all its solemn phraseology had remained a 
dead letter. The Imperial Diet had reassembled at Nuremberg in 
November, 1522, and was technically in session until March, 1525. 
The affable and sybaritic Leo X had died in 1521. His successor was a 
very different man, Charles V’s old tutor, Adrian Dedel. Pope Adrian 
VI was by inchnation a conservative scholar but he was also a sincere, 
well-meaning man who was anxious to ehminate corruption from the 
Church. On the other hand, as a former Inquisitor-General, he detested 
heresy. MTiile, therefore, he was ready to recopiise the abuses which 
tarnished the body of C^ist, he ivas as inflexible as his predecessors 
where Luther was concerned. Yet his very willingness to imdertake 
reform and even to sponsor a summons to a General Council great y 
eased the task of his delegate to the Diet of Nuremberg, the Bishop of 
Tirano, Chierigati. The considerable expansion of Lutheranism ma e 
the Estates chary of enforcing the edict. In February, 1525, the Diet 
decided by a majority vote that it was indeed inexpedient to attem^ 
to do so. Once more they enumerated the abuses from which the Churc 
was suffering and urged the calling of a General Council in Germaity 
in vvliich the laity would be represented. If this request was grante ^ , 
they agreed to ask the Elector of Saxony to prevent Luther and his 
followers from pubhshing controversial pamphlets and books an to 
ensure that married clergy and apostate religious would be punishe 
by ecclesiastical courts. This was perhaps a small return for the pro 
fession of faith to the Pope and the Emperor with which the document 

started. , 

In any case the proceedings of the Diet of Nuremberg were cwme 
to disappointment. The unhappy but excellent Pope soon ie an 
was succeeded by an amiable and incompetent diplomat, the e ic^ 
Clement VII, whose native disinchnation to reform was strengthened 
by his dislike of the Hapsburgs. Cardinal Campeggio who represented 
him at the Diet when it reassembled at Nuremberg in early 1 again 
demanded the execution of the Edict of Worms. The majoritj^ 
alarmed perhaps at the groiving extent of Lutheran influence, a^ee 
that the edict ought to be imposed ‘as far as it was possible to o so, 
but they reiterated their request for the calling of a General Council. 
Indeed, to bring pressure to bear on the Pope, they actu y arrange 
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that a German council should meet at Speyer in the coming autumn 
to examine Luther’s teaching and to draw up a list of the errors it 
doubtless contained. Campeggio protested strongly at such a notion 
and the Emperor himself effectively brought the proceedings to an end 
by forbidding the proposed German council to meet and ordering the 
enforcement of the Edict of Worms. The history of the Diet would 
indeed seem fruitless as well as tedious if it were not possible to discern 
the steady gro^vth ■within it of Lutheran and anti-Lutheran groups. 
In the summer of 1 524 a number of Catholic princes and chiu'chmen 
met together at Ratisbon to discuss how the Church could be protecte 
and preserved against its dangerous critic. 

Luther was more than ever in the European hmelight ^d in spite 
of occasional depressions and tensions no less confident of his ^"vine y 
supported position. ‘The doctrine of Luther’, the Emperors young 
brother, Ferdinand, told him on January 27th, 1523, has taken suci 
deep root throughout the whole empire, that to-day among every 
1,000 persons there is not one who is not to some extent touched by it 
Luther himself felt that he could now afford to ignore the Emperor 
whom he had once revered as the Lord’s anointed, dismissing him as 
a ‘maggot-sack’. With Melanchthon, he concocted a peculiarly vu gar 
little satire entitled the Interpretation of the Pope- Ass found at 
and the Monks Calf at Freiburg. Such scurrilous literature afforded a 
similar satisfaction to the reader as does modern pornography, vnt 
which it had some association. Yet it would be unfair to judge eit ler 
reformer by esprits of this sort. Within three years of the Diet o 
Worms, Luther had initiated a mighty religious revolution. Whet er 
he could, however, impose the presumed standards of the aposto c age 
on the Church of sixteenth-century Germany was still e'wdently a very 
open question. 
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Consolidation and Controversy 

1524-1529 


e paUern of Luther s daily existence was now settled. While he was 
storm-centre, of a series of different conflicts, 
j "een Roman and Lutheran, quarrels between humanists 

• ®t'ans, us private life had a static quality. He was never a 
comTnrnt'v^^.'^v'^ Wesley. Indeed his experience of travel was 

of wliir-li ^ Apan from his early visit to Rome, the memory 

moved outsTdrGemL^’^'Sd'm^ years he never 

mi • » increasing extent rarely outside 

his uoi-somRt • ^ explain some of the limitations of 

oualitv vliiVt” T* influence. He lacked the cosmopolitan 

life he rem mstancc, John Calvin possessed. Throughout liis 

aine a tj-pical German, the grandson of Saxon peasants. 
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at the close of his Hfe physicaUy thick-set, for a middle-aged spread 
gave the former lean, ascetic monk the appearance of a bi^om 
hausfrau, a hearty eater and drinker, not averse to bawdy witticisms, 
and outwardly lacking the qualities of sanctity and devotion. The burly 
frame, however, housed a man of deep spiritual feeling as well as a 
character which was never fully free from neurotic tensions. Although 
his intellect was of exceptional power, he was not a man of wide 
culture. Hr Inv^d music intenselY, .^d,cpnjLiQpedj:o,jl^J,hje^ute as 
h e had do Bfi.ns-a.stiideaCfeC^lS^^ literature and ' 

ar^gasseiM^by.^He readilyus'ed tfie tooirotcontemp'orary hiiihanism 
but to illuminate the Bible for the common reader. Beneath the uni- 
versity professor, Martin remained the German peasant-farmer, rooted 
in the soil — ^he enjoyed gardening and had for his time an unusual 
appreciation of natimal beauty — and limited in liis personality and 
outlook by stock, environment and upbringing. 

Luther’s domestic character, if it can be so termed, had been 
enhanced by his marriage. Although Luther professed to have had no 
interest in women while he had been in the monastery, his distmrbed 
state may have been stimulated by sexual difficulties, very probably by 
masturbation. In his Address to the German Nobility he had in part 
rested his argument in favour of clerical marriage on the difficidty 
that so many priests had in living a life of sexual abstinence. A kind 
of eliminative sexuality appears in the references to the waste products 
of the body and anal action scattered about his works, as also possibly 
in his obsessive hatred of celibacy. This had not been at first app^ent. 
The monastic life had made too strong an impression to enable him to 
approve Carlstadt’s encomagement of monks and nuns to marry 5 but 
he rapidly came to terms with the situation. In 152o he helped to 
abduct 1 2 nuns who wished to leave the cloister ; ‘ a wagon load of vestal 
virgins has just come to town, all more eager for marriage than for life. 
God grant them husbands lest worse befall.’ Spalatin hinted that 
Luther himself might find a possible bride among them, and the 
reformer replied cheerfully enough that: ‘As to what you write about 
my marrying, do not be surprised that I do not wed, even if I am so 
famous a lover. You should be more surprised when I v^aite so much 
about marriage and in this way have so much to do -with women that 
I do not turn into a woman, let alone marry one.’ Within less than two 
years all the nine nuns who lived in Wittenberg found husbands 
except one, Kathaiane von Bora. As she was working as a domestic 
servant, she would gladly have taken a husband and Luther readily 
did what he could to help her, but without success. He suggested a Dr. 
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Glatz whom Katharine found repulsive. She told Amsdorf that she 
would much prefer to marry liim or even Luther himself. Luther 
was not averse to the idea of married life hut he could not pretend that 
he was in love with Katharine. ‘I am ready. I beheve in marriage, and 
I intend to get married before I die, even though it should he only a 
betrothal like Joseph’s.’ 

The marriage took place in the presence of his apd parents on 
June 27th, 1525. Luther had in part married to please his father (whose 
attempt to make him abandon the celibate life of a monk he had 
frustrated as a young man) who wanted grandchildren, and in part to 
spite the Pope and the Devil. Luther was now 42 and his bride was 26. 
Notwithstanding all the omens the marriage was a great success. 
Luther had lived the hfe of the abstracted don, insufficiently exacting 
to care very much about his creatime comforts or the necessary trivi- 
alities of ordinary daily existence. His wife created a home; ‘before I 
was married the bed was not made for a whole year and became foul 
with sweat. But I worked so hard and was so weary I tumbled in with- 
out it.’ There can be little doubt that he enjoyed the physical experi- 
ence of marriage, countering his earlier sexual tensions, and dehghted 
in the birth of a numerous progeny: Hans in 1526, Elizabeth in 1527, 
Magdalena in 1529, Martin in 1531, Paul in 1533 and Margaretha in 
1534. ‘There is about to be born the child of a monk and a nun’, he 
wrote shortly before Hans’ birth, ‘ Such a child must have a great Lord 
for a godfather.’ There were certainly occasions when he found the 
presence of young children an irritant, but the worries of family life 
were compensated by its joys. 

Luther’s views of marriage were conventional. He believed that the 
husband was the natural superior to whom the wife owed love and 
obedience. ‘Women’, he declared, ‘were created with large liips so 
that they should stay at home and sit on them.’ Children must obey 
their parents, a principle that Luther continuously stressed, remember- 
ing his disobedience to his father. Yet he very well understood that 
marriage had to be a partnership. Inevitably there were occasional 
rifts but there can be httle doubt that the more he lived with Katie the 
more he loved her. 

In some respects if marriage eased his way of life, it created econ- 
omic problems. At first neither he nor his wife appear to have had a 
sufficient income to support his growing family and other members of 
his household. To supplement their finances, the Luthers took in 
student boarders, whose experience of their landlord’s conversation 
later formed the material for the fascinating but not wholly reliable 
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Tabic Talk. Yet Luther had a more than adequate professional sti- 
pend. The monastery which the Elector gave him on his marriage 
was sold by his children in 1564 for 3,700 gulden. He bought the 
Zulsdorf farm from Katie’s brother in 1540 for 610 gulden. Like other 
members of the academic faculty he was in general exempt from 
taxation. He was in receipt of gifts in kind and money from the 
Elector and other princes. The Elector contributed 600 gulden towards 
the purchase of the Zulsdorf farm and gave materials towards improv- 
ing the farm buildings. Albert, Duke of Prussia, gave him a wedding 
present of 20 gulden. Henry VIII sent him 50 gulden in 1535, an 
ironical gift from a king who had once earned the Pope’s favour for 
refuting his opinions. Although he did not get the profits from his 
books, he had grants of free wood and grain and the fees from presiding 
over university disputations. A tax assessment of 1542 indicates that 
he o^vned real estate worth 9,000 gulden but ow’ed debts of some 450. 
He certainly died a comparatively wealthy man. If he was occasionally 
short of money, it must have been in part the result of liis generous 
hospitality. Luther himself worked in the cloister garden and his 
hard-working Avife looked after an orchard, a fishpond and a small 
farm. Yet, all in all, he had no regrets. ‘My Katie’, he told a friend 
after a year’s experience of married life, ‘is in all things so obliging 
and pleasing to me that I could not exchange my poverty for the 
riches of Croesus.’ She cared for the household, saw to his Avants, 
brought up his children, worked on his farm and nursed him in his 
not infrequent bouts of ill-health. She was there to console him Avhen 
he was overwhelmed by depression and despair. Indeed he AA^ondered 
from time to time Avhether his affection for his Avife and family Avas not 
inordinate: ‘I give more credit to Katharine than to Christ, Avho has 
done so much more for me.’ 

It Avas as well that Luther should have his domestic oasis, since there 
Avas no diminution in the number of the problems which confronted 
him. The Catholics, controlled, as he believed them to be, by dark, 
Satanic forces, w^ere a constant and known enemy. He still talked in 
terms of imminent death or martyrdom, but it seemed an unlikely 
prospect. If the Catholic princes shoAved some signs of coming together 
in an offensive alliance in defence of their faith, the Emperor was not 
in a sufficiently strong position to impose the Edict of Worms. The 
Elector of Saxony was ailing, but his brother and nepheAV Avere good 
friends to Luther and much more actively sympathetic to Protestant 
teaching; John Frederick was more likely to take up the sword in 
defence of the Lutherans than his uncle. 
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believe that the true Christian, a member of the elect, was directly 
illuminated by God. He did not even require the Word of God in the 
Scriptm-es since he was in direct communion mth God and inspired 
by Him. ‘The letter kiUeth but the Spirit giveth life.’ The Scriptures 
were to be regarded simply as the manuscript, ‘Bible, Babel, Bubble’ 
which lacked authority without an inspired expounder, but the 
expounder was inspired not by the Scriptirres but directly by God. He 
distinguished between the historical Christ and the living, inner or 
spiritual Christ, the true redeemer, w'ho came to dwell in the soul of 
the elect. Yet the via dolorosa of the historical Christ culminating in 
the saving experience of the Cross afforded the pattern of hfe for his 
followers; the Christian life, Miinzer firmly held, inevitably entailed 
suffering. But the suffering was placed against the divine inspiration 
w'hich upheld the elect and which made their final victory inevitable. 
The reborn in the spirit will recognise each other and so create a 
covenant of the elect, who •will in turn institute the kingdom of God. 
Miinzer and his followers were confident that they were li'ving in the 
last days. They were perhaps a little unsure as to the course of events. 
Some foresaw the conquest of the world by the Turks and the victory 
of Antichrist; but none of them doubted that the righteous would 
ultimately exterminate the godless. They took to heart the more 
bloody types of the Old Testament story, the slajdng of the prophets of 
Baal by Ehjah, the slaughter of the sons of Ahab by Jehu and the 
murder of Sisera by Jael, and incorporated them in the fantastic 
imagery of the Book of Revelation. 

Their assmed, prophetic teaching had made a great impression on 
Zwickau, a small industrial town in the centre of silver mines which 
had attracted a landless proletariat, smitten by the adverse economic 
conditions created by over-production and rising prices. Miinzer led 
the attack on the local preacher, a follower of Luther, who had the 
favour of the prosperous burghers. The to\’vn council, faced by the 
threat of disorder, intervened and expelled the prophets, three of 
whom then made their way to Wittenberg while Miinzer himself 
went to nearby Bohemia. Miinzer’s innovations had been drastic and 
revolutionary; infant baptism, the sacraments, the priesthood were 
eliminated to make way for the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The 
kingdom of God would be seized by -violence. Everytlung that he 
learned about his teaching outraged Luther, its rejection of a di-vdnely- 
appointed magistracy through whom the Church could be reformed, 
its opposition to church order, its theological radicalism; while for 
Miinzer Luther became more and more ‘Dr. Easychair and Dr. 


145 



CONSOIilDATlON AND OONTUOVIttVBY 

I'rasyfool,', ' llrotlior Sotl Lito’, 'Dr. Uav’, the mm wlioso Jodiino oj 
iuctihciiiion by I'niili war, no more worthy of roopoci than iho paiuhlfi 

doolrliio of iuGlincalion by woi'lco. , . 

But wlinl could Lntbor do lo atom the npread of thiP nbenani 
toaebin/r? IVlnnzov made his way lo Pra^uo whore ho declared that bo 
war, the’ prophet of the living Word, the nwUtus Chmti inapu-od by, 
f Jod, but if be had expected the land of John Ilua to view Ins prepo.p- 
terotir, claim!; in Idndly fashion he was disappointed, The town council 
expelled the ])ropbet, who after enduring ga-eat hordship came to tbo 
small 'J'buringian lown of Allstedt near Eislobon whore ho was 
appointed parish ])rieGt at St. John’s Church. ‘Iho living o is 
sharpening bis scythe in ino, no that later I can cut down the 10 ( 
poppies and the blue cornnowers.’ At Allstedt ho roforniod the church 
and inlroducod tbo lirst liturgy in the German language, Das Dnutscltv 
Kirclic/iaint (1525) and Deutsche, Kvaiisrh'sche Mc.sse (1524), in come 
rcsjiecin restrained and consiblo; the words of consecration weio 
repeated by tbo wliole congregation as a ‘roy id -priestly’ people. Ho 
married a former nun and made a name for himself an a proachei, 
organisin/f his followers into a ‘Jvoaguo of the P.lect’ which had revolu- 
tionary jiossibllitios} in March, 1524, they aitaclcod and destroyed the 
imago of the Virgin in the Mellerbach Chapel, which belonged to the 
convent of Naundorf, to which the townsfolk of Allstedt liad to pay 
feudal dues. He wrote to T.uther, stressing the significance^ ol the 
indwelling spirit in the work of redemption bvrt acknowledging the 
importance of revelation through the ScTipHiren. ‘When the sjnrit of 
truth is come ho sliidl {piido yon into all tiaith’, ho quoted from St. 
.Tohn; but laitber told Sjialatin that his irritating con'on])ondent was 
either ‘mad or di'unk’, 

Mbu'/.er was certaitdy intoxicated with his own visionary enthusiasm. 
His teaching that revelation is not something to be fotmd simply in the 
Bible but forms an oxperienco which the elect soul con himself enjoy 
made a groat impression on the weavers, minors and peasants of the 
locality, 'J'lio itumanont Word of God c/juld be as well manifested 
through an uidetterod peasant as a doctor of theology. Moreover the 
Elect hod the key to tbo door of salvation} they ore the saints lo whom 
‘ God will consign the kingdom after tbo immijiont destruction of the 
ungodly. In July, 1524, lie preached a sermon before the Elector’s 
brother, Duke John, and his son John Erederlck, in which ho announced 
tbo coming end of tbo world and called on the Saxon princes lo assist 
in the work of destroying the ungodly. ‘Drive Christ’s onomios out 
from amongst the Elect, for you ore the instruments for that purpose, 
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. . . The sword is necessary to exterminate them. ... At the harvest- 
time one must pluck the weeds out of God’s vineyard. . . . But the 
angels who are sharpening their sickles for tliat work are no other 
than the earnest servants of God. . . . For the ungodly have no right 
to live farther than the elect shall accord them.’ But the princes needed 
an adviser, a prophet, as Nebuchadnezzar required the services of 
Daniel. Clearly Miinzer was concerned that he should replace Luther 
in the Saxon princes’ confidence, perhaps aware that Duke John, at 
least, under the influence of his court preacher, Wolfgang Stein, 
tended to favour extreme opinions. 

Luther was anxious, as well he might be. He wrote to the Elector 
and his brother, urging them to take action against the false prophet. 
‘You must banish the offender from the land. Our office is simply 
preaching and suffering. Christ and the apostles did not smash images 
and churches, but won hearts mth God’s word. The Old Testament 
slaughter of the ungodly is not to be imitated. If these Allstedters want 
to wipe out the ungodly, they mil have to bathe in blood.’ This would 
indeed have seemed precisely the liquid in which Miinzer woidd have 
been most at home. The Saxon princes were extraordinarily dilatory 
in dealing with the spreading infection} but the Elector’s nephew, 
John Frederick, admitted that he was ‘ha^’ing a terrible time wth the 
Satan of Allstedt. . . . The sword which is ordained of God to punish 
the evil must be used with energy. Carlstadt also is stirring up some- 
thing, and the Devil wants to be Lord.’ Carlstadt, increasingly 
sympathetic to Miinzer’s views, was turned out of Saxony, declaidng 
that Luther was now in his opinion a cousin of Antichrist. As a result 
of Luther’s representations Miinzer was summoned to Weimar to 
explain his conduct. 

The events of the next few months revealed his lack of mental 
balance. In his pamphlet The explicit unmashing of the false belief 
of the faithless world, Miinzer showed that he had not given up any 
hope of the princes’ help in the work of regeneration. ‘ The powerful, 
self-willed unbelievers must be put down from their seats because 
they hinder the holy, genuine Christian faith in themselves and in the 
whole world, when it is trying to emerge in all its true, original force.’ 
He was beginning to believe that if the millennium was to be inau- 
gurated, the poor were the potential Elect who could be used to that 
end under his own divinely-inspired leadership. ‘In truth, many of 
them will have to be roused, so that -with the greatest possible zeal and 
with passionate earnestness they may sweep Christendom clean of 
ungodly rulers.’ He did not propose any immediate social amelioration 
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but he almost certainly felt that when the new Church, the kingdom 
of God, was established, it would be an egalitarian, communist society. 
The most amply called-for defence and answer to the unspiritual soft- 
living flesh at Wittenberg was aimed at Luther whom he now identified 
as the beast of the Apocalypse. In it he vigorously attacked dominion 
and property, which by right should be alone at the disposal of the 
Elect, which Luther purposely defended. ‘The wretched flatterer is 
silent . . . about the origin of all theft. . . . Look, the seed-grounds of 
usury and theft and robbery are our lords and princes, they take all 
creatures as their property: the fish in the water, the birds in the air, 
the plants on the ground have all got to be theirs.’ The princes 
exercised great patience, but even Miinzer must have realised that 
his reception was not wholly favourable and escaping by night over 
the walls of Allstedt he made his way to Miihlhausen, a free Imperial 
city, where taking advantage of a high degree of unemployment and 
poverty he joined the ex-monk, Pfeiffer, in a radical revolution. Luther 
wrote to the municipal authorities who for other good reasons expelled 
the turbulent preachers in September, 1 524'. After wandering through 
south Germany, inveighing against Luther and preaching the doctrine 
of immediate inspiration and the need for slaughtering the ungodly, he 
arrived back at Mfllilhausen, where Pfeiffer had meanwhile engineered 
the election of a new town council favourable to his teaching. 

His return coincided with the mutterings which were soon to burst 
into bloody revolt. The Peasants’ War was one of those tragic, spon- 
taneous, social eruptions which occur from time to time in the history 
of propertied and hierarchically ordered societies. As with the revolt of 
the peasants in England in 1381 no one reason satisfactorily explains 
the series of regional disturbances which came to a head in 1525. The 
occasion for one such rising was the demand made by the Countess of 
upfen on her estates at Stiihlingen in June, 1524," south-west of the 
Black Forest, to collect strawberries and snail shells (on which to wind 
ler si ' ) when the peasants wanted to gather in the harvest. In some 
sense a^arian unrest had been an endemic feature of rural society 
Since t e steady disintegration of the feudal order, a movement 
powerfully affected in Germany as elsewhere hy the plagues of the 
i^rteenth century, subsequent depopulation, the break-up of great 
estates and increasing emancipation. By and large the condition of the 
peasant improved steadily. He was personally free, bound only to 
ren er certain tenunal payments, and he was in enjoyment of a steadily 
rising wage which in a time of static prices enabled him to experience 
considerable material prosperity. The economic developments of the 
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early sixteenth century had not proved necessarily disadvantageous. 
The rise in the population, together with external factors such as the 
greater availability of silver, from the south German mines and later 
from Spanish America, brought about a steep increase in the prices 
of agrarian produce, which stimulated farming. One of the first 
objects of the peasants in the subsequent troubles seems to have been 
to secure a greater degree of seK-government; they bargained •with the 
spiritual and temporal lords to win greater autonomy. 

On the other side of the coin two developments fostered trouble. 
The greater princes took every possible advantage to create a strong, 
centralised administration in their estates, overriding local custom, 
increasing taxation and substituting Roman law for traditional law. 
The creation of new, orderly, absolutist principalities threatened the 
peasants’ traditional hberties. Many noble landowners were still 
suffering from the agrarian recession of the later Middle Ages. 
Peasant tenure was protected in law from increases in rents. The 
German lords were. thus often unable to raise their rents to compensate 
for the fall in the value of money as a result of the slow price risej all 
they could do was to try to improve the profits of direct farming by 
better methods of cultivation, and in general by seeking a more effective 
exploitation of their rights. In particular they took advantage of 
Roman law to override peasant rights in respect of some of the facilities 
such as the use of communal woods, streams and meadows, which im- 
memorial custom provided for the peasants. 

The peasant disturbances of 152'}*-5 were not the reaction of an 
oppressed social class driven to revolution by new exactions, as much 
as the response of a people who had and enjoyed an increasing degree 
of freedom and prosperity threatened by what has been termed the 
‘legally just and materially insignificant demands by the lords which 
the latter, in trjdng to arrest their decline, were exacting more com- 
pletely and intensively than in the preceding era.’ Economic and 
social factors do not, however, alone explain the outbreak of ■violence. 
Astrologers had predicted that 1524, when all the planets were in the 
constellation of the fish, would be a year of great disturbances; more 
than 50 tracts on this subject alone had been published in 1525. 
Legend and rumour, a peculiarly effective agent in periods of social 
disturbance, fostered stories of apocalyptic hopes, of the ■victory of social 
justice over oppression and wrong. There was a strong element of 
proletarian religion in the peasants’ demands; the labourer’s symbols, 
the hammer, the sickle and the bundschuh, surrormded the crucifix. 
Luther’s teacliing, with its condemnation of the Pope and curia, its 
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attack on the monasteries and its assertion of the priesthood of all 
believeis, must have filtered through to many of the peasants. Munzer’s 
apocalyptic preaching made an obvious appeal. 

The Catholics then and later declared that Luther was partly 
responsible for the trouble. A bimdschuh had been appended to one of 
the placards supporting Luther when he had been at Worms in 1521. 
A contemporary woodcut depicted him sitting garbed in armour before 
a fire, greasing the bimdschuh preparatory to putting it on. The 
Twelve Articles, perhaps the most articulate expression of the peas- 
ants’ demands, contained clauses that seemed to echo his ideas, the 
right of the congregation to choose or eject the minister who is there 
to ‘preach the Holy Gospel without human addition’, the utilisation 
of tithes, except for a modest amount set aside to support the minister, 
to relieve the poor, the abolition of the little tithe on cattle; but their 
basic claims, the right to the use of the common fields, woods and 
streams, the right to hunt and to fish, to take free wood for fuel and 
building, the abolition of feudal burdens like mortuary and heriot, 
represented rights wliich they had already won from their landlords 
and which they believed to be threatened anew. 

The disturbances were vride-ranging and unco-ordinated. The 
peasants plundered castles and monasteries — 70 monasteries were 
destroyed in Thuringia and 52 in Franconia— killed bailiffs and raped 
nuns, caught game and emptied fish ponds. In the first days of the 
troubles peasant communities used the threat of violence to extract 
privileges from their local lords; but as time went on the peasants 
seemed to lose a sense of purpose. They seldom knew what they 
wanted. They were fascinated by violence, drunk on free wine and 
beer, gorged with looted food, stimulated by firing castles and ravishing 
nuns. The established order, equally unprepared and unorganized, 
caug y surprise, had to draw breath before the rebound. Some- 
times t e peasants were led by men of their own class, but knights 
were occasionally involved. 


. , peasants found a leader in Thomas Miinzer 

fthough his active association with the revolt was brief), who had made 
good use of his recently formed League of the Elect, whom he exhorted 
wi g o\wng speeches, promising an egalitarian paradise as soon as the 
ungodly had been liquidated. ‘Luther’, he told his gaping audience, 
ays that the poor people have enough in their faith. Doesn’t he see 
Jpfw T reception of the faith ? He claims that 

moTv. ° ° sufficient. Doesn’t he realise that men whose every 

en is consume in the making of a hving have no time to learn 
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to read the Word of God? The princes bleed the people with usury 
and count as their oivn the fish in the stream, tlie bird in the air, and 
the grass of the field, and Dr. Liar says “Amen! ” 'Wliat courage has 
he, Dr. Pussyfoot, the new pope of Wittenberg, Dr. Easychair, the 
basking sycophant! He sa 3 's there should be no rebellion because the 
sword has been committed by God to the ruler, but the power of the 
sword belongs to the whole community. In the good old days the people 
stood by when judgment was rendered lest the ruler pervert justice. 
They shall be cast dowm from their seats. The fow'ls of the heavens 
are gathering to devour their carcasses.’ 

The princes gradually regained their poise. The Elector of Saxony 
had died on May 4th, but his successor, his brother, John, joined ■with 
other princes to appeal to the j-outhful Philip of Hesse, who had already 
a considerable reputation as a soldier. He marched tow'ards Thuringia 
as the cliief centre of disaffection. The peasants were encamped at 
Frankenhausen whence they appealed to Miinzer to lead them. 
Milnzer, preening himself as a new' Gideon, made up in assurance 
what he lacked in military skill. 'S’VTien the Prince demanded that 
the peasants should sm-render their erstwhile leader, he managed to 
persuade them that the lord of hosts had promised -victory. ‘ He would’, 
he shouted passionately, ‘catch the enemy’s cannon balls in his own 
cloak.’ A rainbow, the symbol on liis banner, suddenly appeared in the 
sky to confirm his promises; but the lord of hosts was lamentably 
absent when the princes ordered the cannons to fire. The peasants 
fled in panic, and a defeat became a massacre. Munzer was discovered 
in hiding, tortured and beheaded a few days later. Elsewhere the 
established order, its confidence returning, its soldiers well armed, 
defeated the crude peasant bands, executed tlie, ringleaders and 
reasserted the control of the landlords. 

Luther’s attitude to the peasants has to be understood -svithin the 
context of the contemporctry situation. He was liimself of peasant 
stock and he undoubtedly believed that some of their demands were 
justified; but his very identification with the peasant class made him 
eager to disown their revolutionary movement. He was an academic 
who held fast to the medieval veneration for order and harmony as 
attributes of God himself. He believed that the magistrate was God’s 
representative upon w'hom rested the responsibility for sponsoring the 
Reformation itself. In rebelling against his authority and in fermenting 
social disorder the peasants were striking at the roots of a divinely 
ordered society. He w'as eager to repudiate his own alleged association 
TOth the rebellion, and undoubtedly desirous of bringing retribution 
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to the impertinent and obnoxious Miinzer. He was worried that the 
Evangehcal reform movement might itself fall a victim to current 
disorder unless the princes took rapid and violent action to suppress 
the rebels. In such an emergency force was the only conceivable answer. 
To encourage the princes he wote his savage tract, Against the Thievish 
and Murderous Hordes of Peasants. He declared that the rebellion vvas 
diahohc in originj the authorities were in truth warring not wit i 
flesh and blood hut with spiritual wickedness’, not on this occasion in 
such high places. Weakness and conciliation would only encourage the 
rebels. ‘If the peasant is in open rebellion, then he is outside the law of 
God, for rebellion is not simply murder, but it is like a great fire w ^ c 
attacks and lays waste a whole land. Thus, rebellion brings with it a 
land fuU of murders and bloodshed, makes widows and orphans, and 
turns everything upside down like a great disaster. Therefore, et 
everyone who can, smite, slay and stab, secretly or openly, remem er 
ing that nothing can be more poisonous, hmtful, or devilish t ^ 
rebel. It is just as when one must kill a mad dogj if you don t stri e 
him, he will strike you, and the whole land with you. Later he wrote 
another pamphlet. An Open Letter concerning the Hard 
the Peasants, in which he justified the use of force but adde . a 
two fears: if the peasants became lords, the devil would ecome 
abbot; but if these tyrannical princes become lords, the devil s mot er 
would become abbess.’ He urged then that the peasants should be 
treated mercifully and called on the landlords to defer their vengeance. 

Nothing can justify the sluill and savage tone of Luther s ori^n 
tract, but it must be remembered that he believed the Evange ic 
Reformation was itself imperilled by the ravaging bands. The pamp 
let was written as the flames binrned castles and manor houses not so 
very distant from Wittenberg itself. The impact of the Peasant 
War on the future of Lutheranism was important. The at lo « 
continued to hold Luther in part responsible for the outbre ’ ° ^ 
revolt. The peasants certainly felt that Luther had betrayed then- 
cause and so far as they were attracted to Protestant teaching vi ere 
drai-ra to join the ranks of the more socially-advanced Ana apti 
rather than the conservative Lutherans. Luther himse a s® 
deeply shocked by the outburst. He had not himself rea ise 
possible imphcations of his own teaching about the ;giest oo o 
believers and the ultimate authority of the congregation. He was e 
stress more tlian lie had done in the past the authority oft e just r 
and the citizen’s obligation to obey him. . , 

Luther experienced criticism from a different quarter unng 
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year of the peasants’ revolt. His relations with the humanists had never 
been particularly close, though both sought a return to the conditions 
of primitive Christianity, in part by using the linguistic techniques 
which enabled a more literal interpretation of the Scriptures. But 
while Luther greatly appreciated their outright denunciation of 
scholasticism, rehgion was his forte rather than humanism. He was 
not indeed an opponent of learning any more than he was hostile to 
human reason if it was kept mthin its proper limits. Learning, and 
this included classical literature as well as straightforward theological 
studies, was a part of the necessary stock-in-trade of the good Christian 
minister. ‘ Do not give way to your apprehension ’, he wrote in March, 
1523, to Eobanus Hessus who had expressed his alarm at the apparent 
contempt for learning shown by the reformers, ‘lest we Germans 
become more barbarous than ever we were by reason of the dechne 
of letters through our theology. I am persuaded that, without a skilled 
training in literary studies, no true theology can establish and main- 
tain itself. A year later he told Strauss that ‘I am convinced that the 


neglect of education will bring the greatest ruin to the Gospel’. 

In similar fashion, as we have already noted, Luther was prepared 
to use the human reason. Certainly he sometimes gave the impression 
that he condemned heartily those who used dialectic; reason was 
carnal’, ‘stupid’, ‘the Devil’s whore’. Natural reason, however, 
acting within the framework of the earthly kingdom, is a gift from 
God and regenerate reason, subject to the Word of God, is the hand- 
maid of faith. Reason is an excellent quality if it is used by regenerate 
mM. By itself it is powerless to lead a man to salvation. 

L- explain his attitude to humanist scholar- 

! 1 esteemed learning and believed that it was a necessary 

00 , Its u timate efficacy depended on the extent to which it served as 
e instrurrient of faith, captive to Christ. This attitude made it 
un anmnta y difficult to reach an accommodation with the human- 
s, w ose leading representative was the cosmopolitan Dutch 
schol^, Erasmus. He was 17 years older than Luther, an acknow- 
ge master in the field of contemporary learning who had done 
anyone else to discredit the hold of the scholastic method 
n o restore the teirt of the Greek Testament and the patristic 

tro ^ ^ of the literate public. He was besides a 

nchant critic of existing abuses in the Church. His Praise of Folly 
acute satire on the monastic life (from which he was almost as 
anil apostate); he poured scorn on the worship of relics 

even (through the unacknowledged Julius Exclusus) on the Pope 
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himself. But in spite of his atrabilious nature his writings show tliat 
he did not lack spiritual depth and genuine Christian devotion. No 
man, it could be claimed, did more to prepare the way for Luther 
or was more fitted at first sight to co-operate mth him. Yet he cor- 
rectly adjudged the situation when he commented: ‘I laid a hen’s 
egg: Luther hatched a bird of quite different breed.’ 

There was a basic divergence between Luther and the humanists. 
Erasmus wanted a reform of the Church, the removal of its abuses 
and a return to the primitive faith of the early Christians. He mshed 
to recover the Christ of the Gospels \rithout a dogmatic revolution. 
He did not criticise the doctrine of the Church, its sacraments, its 
priesthood or its hierarchy. Least of all did he believe in the use of 
violence and force. ‘ I am averse he said, ‘ to any action which might 
lead to commotion and uproar.’ Temperamentally a man of peace 
(though not in words) he deplored war and aggression or indeed any 
radical disturbance of the social and religious order. Nor could he 
accept the seemingly exaggerated emphasis which Luther placed on 
justification by faith. Fundamentally, in spite of mucli that they had 
in common, the two men were in character and purpose antithetically 
opposed. Erasmus was the true scholar, the great Latin stylist, the 
friend of the great world, averse to enthusiasm and extremism, cool, 
almost sceptical in his attitude, tending to conceal the under-cuiTcnt 
of genuine spirituality which gave life to his personality. AVlaereas 
Luther, irith a longer, richer and ultimately more fruitful ex'perience 
of monastic life than Erasmus, was almost exclusively concerned 
religion, Erasmus’ interests were very much ivider. Erasmus was 
never a true monk, but Luther in a certain fashion never escaped the 
impress of his monastic training. He remained a monk or at least a 
monk manque who in spite of his domestic life had a single objective, 
not in its ultimate purpose so different from that of the dedicated 
religious. 

At first there was a somewhat uneasy alliance between the two men. 
Although Luther was aware that Erasmus paid more attention to the 
works of Jerome and Origen than to those of Augustine, he referred 
to the scholar as ‘our Erasmus’, and the latter expressed his approval 
of the 95 theses and his attack on indulgences. He specifically com- 
mended him to the protection of the Elector of Saxony. Later Erasmus 
MTote an outspoken letter to the Archbishop of Mainz denouncing the 
Church’s policy of persecution: ‘Men who above all others it beseems 
to practise meekness seem to thirst for nothing else but human blood, 
so eager are the}-- that Luther should be seized and destroyed. Their 
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conduct is worthy of the butcher, not the theologian.’ He held that it 
was unjustifiable to denounce as heretical those who simply take issue 
on ‘certain questions on which the schoolmen have always disputed 
and even doubted’. ‘Nowadays, if anyone differs from Thomas 
Aquinas, he is decried as a heretic; nay, he is a heretic if he demurs 
to any disputatious effusion which some sophist yesterday fabricated 
in the schools. Whatever they don’t like, whatever they don’t under- 
stand is heresy. To know Greek is heresy. Whatever they do not do 
themselves is heresy.’ 

Erasmus, however, soon realised that there was a divergence 
between his attitude and that of Luther. While both he and Luther 
rejected the scholastic method, Luther had adopted a dogmatic 
Augustinianism which Erasmus found repugnant. He was horrified by 
the threat of violence implied in Luther’s teaching. ‘ I certainly woidd 
rather have Luther corrected than destroyed’, he ^vrote in March, 
1521, ‘but I shall not oppose if they roast or boil him. The fall of one 
man is a small matter, but I am very much concerned for the public 
tranquillity.’ Moreover while he sympatliised with Luther’s denuncia- 
tion of corrupt practices, he came to the reluctant conclusion that his 
teaching was in fact hardly in accord with Christian orthodoxy. He 
was worried too that rumour identified his own ideas with those of 
Luther. He may well have feared, for Erasmus was a self-regarding 
man, that he might lose his patrons’ good will. He was angered by 
Hutten’s attack on his conservatism and the charge of cowardice. 

Luther was hardly better pleased. ‘The human’, he had witten 
as early as March, 1517, ‘avails more with Erasmus than the divine.’ 
He did indeed think that Erasmus was a coward. He believed that he 
was insufficiently serious and too facetious in his treatment of matters 
that Luther regarded as unsuitable for \wtty comment. He esteemed 
his scholarship but thought that he had entirely neglected the religious 
rignificance of the text; ‘He has damaged the Gospel just as much as 
he has advanced grammar.’ He suspected that his plea of friendship 
was not genuine. Better’, he declared, ‘an open enemy than a false 
fnend.’ 'Melior est Eccius', he wrote to Spalatin in May, 1522, ‘eo qid 
aperta fronte hostem profitetur . Hunc autem ter giver santem et sub- 
dolum, turn amicum, turn hostem detestor.' ‘"WTiat Erasmus holds or 
feigns to believe in spiritual things’, he told Oecolampadius a year 
a er, ot is early and his recent hooks abundantly testify. . . . He 
as performed the work for which he was destined. He has fiuthered 
e stu y o the classics and recalled men from impious sophistry, 
erhaps like Moses he will die in the land of Moab, for to the higher 
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pursuit of spiritual things he cannot lead.’ Unfortunately a copy of 
this letter came into Erasmus’ hands, and he was naturally very 

The real breach in their relations had thus occurred long before 
1524-, but the pubhcation of Erasmus’ De Libero Arbitno, printed by 
Froben of Basle during the summer, made the break final. ‘The die is 
cast’, Erasmus "wrote to Henry VIII (to whom he had sent a presenta- 
tion copy, as also to Pope Clement VII, Wolsey and others of his noble 
patrons), ‘ my book on free ■will has seen the fight. An audacious "villany, 
as things now stand in Germany! ’ In this Erasmus challenged Luther s 
doctrine of justification by faith -with learning and irony, and iivithout 
undue 'vituperation. Luther replied in De Servo Arbitrio, a ■vigorous 
vindication of his beliefs. '\’\T[iere Erasmus used a rapier, Luther 
employed a cudgel. It was none the less a powerful piece of reasoning 
which led Erasmus to pen a ponderous and hostile reply. Luther then 
wrote an open letter, caustic as well as bitter, addressed to the "viper 
who had now revealed himself as an enemy of the truth. The clash, 
■which made the two men into irreconcilable enemies, showed that 
there was a real difficulty in reconciling genuine h'umamsm with 
dogmatic Protestantism. 

This was not the only controversy in which Luther was involved in 
the 1520s. The early Evangelicals were agreed about certain funda- 
mentals of which the most obvdous were the repudiation of the Petrine 
theory and the necessary recognition of the Word of God as the basic 
authority of the Christian. In other matters there was room for wide 
divergence. In substituting the authority of the Word of God for that 
of the Church the Protestants ran into immediate trouble, since the 
claim that the Scriptures were self-authenticating was plainly shown to 
be full of difficulty. The ectrly reformers were thus reduced to rel}'ing 
on individual interpretation. Miinzer alone had made the arrogant 
claim that true believers were personally inspired by God and were 
so authorised to interpret the Scriptures. The reformers did however 
claim that the Word of God was plain and straightforward, at least as 
far as they and their followers were concerned, and they were not slow 
to believe that their enemies "were inspired by "the De'vil. The elud a 
tion of the Word of God provided abundant opportunity for the 
proliferation of sects. 

The questions which confronted the reformers concerned the 
interpretation of the Mass, Communion, Lord’s Supper, the Euchanst, 
the central liturgical act of the majority of the Clnistian believers. 
Luther’s own view, as we have said earlier, was vigorous rather t an 
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precise. He had repudiated the scholastic theory of transubstantiation 
and wth it the sacrificial interpretation of the Mass, by which the 
priest offers continually the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross. The Mass 
was for him a communion of believers; but he retained his belief that 
Christ was truly and really present in the sacrament, formulating the 
doctrine known as consubstantiation or, in Oecolampadius word, 
impanation. In his Confession concerning the Lord's Supper , published 
in 1528, he asserted that sinful men can only commune with God 
through a sensible vehicle which they apprehend through faith; he 
held that Jesus Christ is the mediator of salvation and is present in the 
Eucharist as in his human and divine nature, in accordance with his 
own words ‘This is my body’ Hoc est corpus meum'). Christ is 
actually present to the believer, in Luther’s words ‘is bodily present 
and with whom the believer comes into actual contact — actually eats 
His flesh and drinks His blood and experiences the grace of forgiveness 
which it conveys’. His critics believed, perhaps rightly, that while 
Luther had discarded the scholastic interpretation of the Mass, he had 
retained the basic belief in inherent sacramental grace. 

More radical reformers questioned the validity of Luther’s inter- 
pretation. He expounded Hoc est corpus meum in a literal sense; but 
the meaning of the Eucharist was fundamentally changed if the phrase 
was understood spiritually or symbolically. The Dutch scholar, Corne- 
lius Hoen, influenced by reading a tract on the Eucharist by Wessel 
Gansfort, a member of the Brethren of the Common Life, came to 
this conclusion. Christ’s words must be interpreted figuratively not 
literally: ‘is’ really means ‘represents’ and was understood to accord 
wth the Eucharistic discourse in the sixth chapter of St. John’s Gospel. 
Meanwliile Luther’s one-time colleague and now bitter enemy, 
Carlstadt, contended that the breaking of bread and the drinking of 
mne, were simply commemorative representations of the sacrifice on 
the'Cross. ‘This is my body which is given for you’ referred not to the 
bread (though the previous phrase ‘take, eat, &c’ might well have 
landed him in an exegetical difficulty) but to the physical body of 
Clirist. Carlstadt’s exposition impressed the Strasbourg reformers, 
Bucer, Capito and others, who requested Luther (on November 25rd, 
1 524) to explain his position in this grave matter since their differences 
" o^^ly helping the common enemy. They asked him to deal ■with 
the situation dispassionately and irithout animus but this was unfortu- 
nately beyond Luther’s power. ‘The text is too mighty for me and ivill 
not be wested from its sense in this fashion. . . . Carlstadt’s vapour- 
ings have only led me to hold more strongly the opposite ■view.’ 
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He trounced his fellow reformer soundly, belabouring him for resting 
his interpretation on Frau Hulda, the Devil’s Avhore, his own reason, 
and in a passionately-argued discourse Against the Heavenly Prophets 
full of powerful dialectic, put forward his own view. 

Now another disputant, more worthy of Luther s steel, ma e us 
appearance, the Swiss reformer Ulrich Zwingli. Born a native o 
canton Glarus, Zwingli had been early subject to humanist an 
Erasmian influences at the universities at wliich he studied, was then 
ordained a priest, but liis study of the Scriptures led him to avow 
increasingly advanced views. He became the leader of Church le orm 
in the prosperous lakeside town of Zurich in opposition to Iris diocesan, 
the Bishop of Constance. He acted in collaboration with the town counci 
of Ziirich in promoting reform, reforming the Mass, fostering cleric 
marriage (wliich enabled Zwingli to regularise an irregular union vvnt 
Anna Reinhard) and serving the interests of Zurich (and other wiss 
cantons in alliance with her) in attacking foreign influences an 
alliances. Zwingli certainly tended to identify the urban and econormc 
imperialism of Zurich with the expansion of the reformed fait . e 
was no more ready than Luther to tolerate religious indivi ua ism, 
recalcitrant Anabaptists were drowned in the still waters o t e 
^lircliGirs 6 0 

On the face of it Zwngh seemed to have much in common with 
Luther, but they strongly disagreed over the interpretation ° ^ ® 
Eucharist. Z^vingli, influenced by Hoen, believed that it shou e 
representational, that est meant signijicat-, nor is the recepticm o t e 
Lord’s Supper essential to salvation (wliich depends on fait in t e 
atoning death of Cluist on the Cross). He expounded his views in 15-5 
in the tract True and False Religion which stimulated a bitter con- 
troversy in which Luther shrilly maintained that Zwing an s 
fellow reformer, Oecolampadius, were under the influence o t e 
Devil and that their teaching was no better than that of t e papists. 
He could not wish for fellowship with such perverters of the ospe ; 
‘Cursed be such charity and such unity to the very bottom o le , 
since such unity not only miserably disrupts Christianity, but makes 
sport and foolishness of it in a childish manner . ... 

But Luther’s fellow reformers were somewhat less violent. Zwing 
himself had greater respect for the German than Luther had for him. 
The cleavage only served the objects of their enemies whom the 
course of events seemed to be strengthening. The Lutheran princes, 
less concerned with the subtleties of Eucharistic theolo^, were 
especially worried by a recent decision promoted at the second Diet ot 
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Speyer, and they felt that unity of action was vital for the defence, 
even the preservation of the evangelical cause. The masterful if 
impulsive Landgrave Philip of Hesse, supported hy Elector John of 
Saxony, intervened in the academic debate and pressed the theologians 
to come together in conference at the castle of Marburg in October, 

1529. 

The conference consisted of all the leading reformers, Melanchthon, 
Justus Jonas, Oecolampadius, Bucer, Zwingli, Luther and many others. 
It lasted from October 1st to 5rd and showed the difficulty of reaching 
an agreement. The debates were erudite, frank and forceful. Luther 
was grimly uncompromising. ‘The words Hoc est corpus meum ^e not 
ours, but Christ’s’, he declai-ed, ^ da kan der Teuffel nicht fur, the 
devil himself cannot make it otherwise. I ask you therefore to leave 
off your tampering with the Word and give glory to God. And we , 
the Swiss reformer replied, ‘ ask you to give glory to God and leave o 
your quibbling.’ Tempers ran so liigh that it seemed impossible to 
find a formula that would satisfy all parties. All that could be done was 
to salvage those points on which the reformers were in agreement. 
The 15 Articles of Marburg set out the chief doctrines of the reformed 
creed, and if momentarily this seemed but a small gain, yet it may 
have eventually prepared the way for the successful accord with the 
south German theologians forged at the Wittenberg Concordat o 

1556 . .... 

The Conference at Marburg had been convoked at the initiative o 
the Landgrave Philip to enable the Protestants to meet a steadily 
deteriorating political situation. The previous five years had seen a 
hardening of opinion and the formation of leagues, Catholic and Pro- 
testant, to defend each other’s territories and faith. The Catholic 
princes had come together under the lead of Duke George of Saxony 
and the Electors of Brandenburg and Mainz at Dessau in July, 1525; 
nearly a year later the Lutherans led by the Elector of Saxony and 
Philip of Hesse had formed a counter-league at Torgau. In the 
absence of the extreme anti-Lutheran group, the pro-Lutheran princes 
and the moderate Catholics had met together at the Diet of Speyer to 
pass a recess asserting that each prince ‘is to live, govern, and bear 
himself as he hopes and trusts to answer to God and his Imperial 
majesty’. This attempt to provide for freedom of action was unlikely 
to succeed in the feverish religious situation. Another diet which 
foregathered at Speyer in 1529 was more fully representative of Cath- 
ohc interests. It immediately reversed the recess promulgated in 1526 
and forbade the Evangelicals to make any innovations in religion or to 
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secularise ecclesiastical property. This decision led to the famous 
protestation signed by six princes and 14 imperial princes, which con- 
ferred the name Protestant on the reformers. They claimed that ‘m 
matters which concern God’s honour and salvation and the eternal 
life of our souls, everyone must stand and give account before God 
for himself’. 

Moreover, the Emperor Charles V, momentarily freed by the Peace 
of Cambrai from Italian and French problems ^vith which he had been 
grapp ling during the past few years, and once more on German soil 
after seven years’ stay in Spain, was better placed than he had been for 
some time to impose the Edict of Worms. "Wliile many still believed 
that a reconciliation between Lutherans and Catholics was by no 
means impossible, the signs were ominous. The armed struggle, which 
Luther had so much hoped to avoid, seemed about to break out, and 
to be^n with the reformed ranks stUl bitterly divided. That an uneasy 
peace in fact continued was by and large a result of Imperial policy an 
external issues. 
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The failure to reach a concordat with the Swiss reformer, Zwingli, 
and with the Protestants of the south German cities, and temporary 
resurgence of Imperial power seemed doubly ominous for Luther and 
his followers; hut, in practice, in spite of the apparently dangerous 
position in which German Protestant fortunes were placed by the 
concatenation of these events, an uneasy truce continued to persist. 
This was more the result of the complex pattern of Imperial politics 
than the native strength of Lutheranism itself, though even Luther 
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was at last compelled to realise that the maintenance of his cause might 
necessitate the use of-force. If poUtical intrigue and rehgious discus- 
sion provided the background to his life at Wittenberg in the 1530s, it 
represented only a fraction of his existence. 

The reformer was now deeply involved in domestic and family life. 
‘My Lord Katie greets you’, he wrote in 1535 with reference to his 
wife, ‘ she plants our fields, pastures and sells cows et cetera. In between 
she has started to read the Bible. I have promised her 50 gulden if she 
finishes by Easter. She is hard at it and is at the end of the fifth book of 
Moses.’ Children were born and had to be brought up. It is against 
such a background that Luther becomes a human, attractive character 
He was occasionally irritated by the distractions of family and mairie 
life: ‘Christ said we must become as little children to enter the king 
dom’, Luther commented in 1538, glancing at his family, the eldest 
of whom was 12, the youngest, 4, ‘ Dear God, this is too much. Have 
we got to become such fools ? ’ But he could write in charming fas on 
to four-year-old Hans: ‘I know a lovely garden where many children 
in golden jackets gather rosy apples under the trees, as well as pears, 
cherries, and yellow plums. They sing, skip and are gay. And they have 
pretty little ponies with golden bridles and silver saddles. I aske t e 
gardener whose children they were, and he rephed, They^^are t e 
cluldren who like to pray and enjoy studying and be good. An 
said, “Good man, I too have a son, whose name is Hans Lut er. 
Couldn’t he come into the geirden, too, and eat the nice apples an t e 
pears and ride a fine pony and play with these children ? An t e 
man replied, “If he likes to pray and studies hard and is very , 
he too may come into the garden, and Lippus and lost [the c en 

of the reformers Melanchthon and Jonas] can come with him; an 
when they all come together, they shall have golden 
drums and fine silver crossbows.’’ . . . So, my darling son, stu y ar 
and pray well and tell Lippus and lost to do this too, so that you may 
all come together into the garden.’ Endowed with a delicate ima^na 
tion and suffused by such feeling that he could weep over a vio e 
drooping in the snow, Luther revealed tender affertion as we as 
spiritual sensitivity once the shrill voice of the polemist was si ence ^ 
‘ Good God’, he ivould say, ‘what a lot of vexation there is in marriage. 
Adam has made a muck of our nature. Think of all the rows am 
and Eve must have had in the course of their 900 years, ve wo ^ 
say “You ate the apple’’, and Adam would reply,“ You ga\ e ' 

But where would Luther have been without his precious atie 
jokingly called her ‘his Lord’ and with his liking for puns turne 
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Katie into Kcttc (chain). ‘Oh, Katie,’ lie told her .vhen he was ill, do 
not die and leave me.’ The marriage which had been founded on 
convenience ripened into afTection. The older Luther became, and m 
his middle years he aged quickly, the more dependent he was on Ins 
wdfe to sustain him in his constant illnesses and depressions, the more 
the domestic background could cast into temporary oblivion the world 
and the Church. 

He continued to be enormously industrious. He churned out 
controversial pamphlets attacking the Pope and the curia wth almost 
hysterical passion. In 1557 he used the so-called Donation of Con- 
stantine (the pretended gift of the fourth-century Roman Emperor 
to the Pope of the western Empire shown to be a forgery in tbe 
fifteenth century by Nicholas of Cusa, Bishop Pccock and Lorenzo 
Valla) to charge the Pope wth the ambition of Satan: ‘From this it is 
perfectly plain how, out of the Papacy, founded on sheer lies and 
idolatry, has gi'Oira a real empire of Satan, to the destruction, not onlj 
of the Christian churches, but of the kingdoms of this world. He 
pounded the curia wth incessant virulence, loading his attacks with 
such vulgar abuse, occasionally in language anal and obscene, that his 
phrases concealed the measured criticism of a penetrating mind. The 
lesser lights within the Roman Church w'ere given as short slirift. 
Duke George of Saxony, consistent at least in his constant opposition 
to liis cousin’s protcigd, encouraged Luther’s early admirer, but for 
long his bitter critic, Cochlaeus, to attack the reformer. Luther dis- 
missed Cochlaeus as Dr. Gowk, ‘the proper term to express his dis- 
tinctive character’, and flung down the gauntlet to Duke George and 
his fellow Catholic princes. ‘When I pray I can only curse them. 
Shall I say “Hallowed be Thy name”, I must add, “Cursed, damned, 
dishonoured be the name of the papists and all who blaspheme Thy 
name”.’ He added that he retained ‘a good friendly, peaceful and 
Christian heart towards all men’, but the evidence for this in his 
polemic writing was sadly lacking. 

His old foe, the Archbishop of Mainz, w’ho played a prominent part 
in forming a Catholic league of princes opposed to Luther, had 
expelled the Lutheran counsellors from the town of Halle. Luther 
was incited to catalogue the Archbishop’s misdeeds by the publication 
of a collection of epigrams by a graduate of Wittenberg, Lemnius, 
who praised the Archbishop for his patronage of culture. The Saxon 
professor, furious at the treasonable sentiments of his former pupil, 
secured the prompt expulsion of the ‘gutter poet’ from Wittenberg, 
\ and attacked the Archbishop for his maladministration of justice (more 
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especially the sentence of death which had been imposed on one of his 
own fiscal agents, von Schonitz, in 1535 for offences which had been 
in fact sponsored by liis own government). The Archbishop, he 
declaimed, had all the vices that w-ould justify his election as pope. 
In 1541 it was the turn of another Catholic prince, Duke Henry of 
Brunswick, whom he attacked as ‘Hans Wurst’ (Sausage). 

He ivas, however, almost as vitriolic in criticising the left-iving 
Protestants, the Anabaptists who, radical in their political and social 
teaching, under the lead of two extraordinary fanatics, Jan Matthys 
and his disciple Jan Bockelson, had seized the town of Munster by 
violence in 1534. The new’ Jerusalem inaugurated at Munster with 
curious pageantry added the joys of polygamy to the pleasures of 
violence and social revolution before authority was restored by savage 


repression in 1 536. The Anabaptists of Munster did not in fact represent 
the more moderate, quieter type of religious radical who was to be 
found among the urban proletariat of the Low Coimtries and sout 
Germany. They constituted a significant third force in the Protestant 
Reformation, averse lo the more conservative reformers depen ence 
on the support of the secular rulers, radical in them social thi^ing, 
inclined to pacifism, opposed to justification by faith, pre ernng to 
stress in its stead the experience of spiritual regeneration and the gift 
of the Holy Spirit. There was indeed a vast range in spintuahty and 
in teaching, nor were the loosely interrelated groups ever in sig t o 
unity; but they were all most equally condemned by the conservative 
reformers. Zwdngli supported by the town council of Zurich had not 
hesitated to persecute. Luther, much alarmed at the increase in the 
number of their adherents (which his o^vn support of the estabhshed 
order in the Peasants’ War may weU have served to stimulate) was at 
first content simply to repudiate their especially their 

insistence on adult baptism, founded on them belief that only the adult 
can experience the true spiritual regeneration or new birth which 
they regarded as a necessary antecedent to baptism. Indeed at first 
he had criticised the brutal treatment meted out to them by the 
German Catholics. ‘I am very umvilling , he wrote in 1528, ‘to 
sponsor the sentence of blood even when it is most justly deserved.’ 
The appearance of Anabaptism m central Germany, and in Saxony in 
particular, made him much more vehement. As^they are not only 
blasphemous, but highly seditious _ he smd in 15o0, ‘encourage the 
use of the sword against them by right of law. For it is in agreement 
with the will of God that he should be punished who ever resists the 
civil power as the minister of God.’ The outbreak at Munster confirmed 
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his belief that the civil magistrates should proceed against the Ana- 
baptists and hke-minded radicals with the utmost severity and he 
lamented the apparent leniency of some of his colleagues. 

There was indeed no intermission in the need for polemic writing. 
His former colleague, John Agricola of Eisleben, provoked his wrath 
by stressing the antithetical qualities of the Law and the Gospel and 
the comparative unimportance of the first by comparison with the 
latter. Luther accused him with teaching antinomianism and ful- 
minated with his pen and from the pulpit. Agricola and those who 
supported him were hypocrites inspired by Satan. He was even 
prepared to censure Melanchthon himself for his lack of strictness; 
‘You, Phihp, are too indulgent towards the Antinomians, who have 
openly proclaimed, “To the gallows with Moses”. You ought rather 
to help me, in pursuing them as enemies.’ Eventually his ‘perfidious 
and abandoned’ foe fled from Wittenberg where he had been detained, 
pending an investigation by the Elector, to become court preacher to 
the Elector of Brandenburg. The Swiss reformer, Zwingh, had been 
killed in battle against the Catholic cantons some years previously (in 
1531); hut the theologians at Zurich continued to propagate his views. 
Luther did not easily forgive their apparent independence of outlook 
and attacked them as authors of subversion and blasphemy. ‘I will’, 
he said in 1543, ‘be no party to their perdition and their blasphemous 
teaching, hut remain guiltless and pray and teach against them to the 
end of my days. God deliver the poor Church from such seducers. 
Amen.’ 

Such was the extent of the controversy in which Luther was 
absorbed, both within and without the reformed ranks, that it would 
be easy to suppose that this was what took up the greater part of his 
time and attention. The assumption would be manifestly unjust, for 
in spite of constant acrimonious debate and in spite of the growing 
gr^ty of the political situation the Lutheran Church was in a process 
of ormation under his direction, nor did he cease from his penetrating 
theological studies. 

The change-over from the Roman to Evangelical faith was not all 
effected. If the former chiirch buildings could he easily 
a apte to their new function — and under Luther’s guidance the old 
services were modified and Germanised to suit the doctrinal demands of 
t e new situation numberless administrative problems still required 
so ution. uh whom, for instance, was the final responsibility for 
governing t e Church, ordaining and selecting its minister ? Who 
con 0 e Its endowments, secured its stipends and promoted its social 
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33 Peasants plundering a monastery 
From Bainton, ''Here I Stand', Abingdon Press 


and educational work? By whom and for what causes should ecclesi- 

ifth. problems required retHnking 

atmn^r^^^ 1 answered satisfactorily in the confused contemporary 
from rA^^’ liiniself was naturally inundated with enquiries 

Germanv^rt merely in Saxony but from all over 

govemancA ' constitution should be employed for their 

C^ Ca should foLv. If the 

remotely even A occasionally felt that his position was 

'mderaknA. ‘You will never bring us 

‘^ve have becomTt''^^'' coUeagues' warned him in February, 1532, 

no juridical authorityTntlmCWh^^^ Luther had, however, 

whose pre-eminAnr \ ^ Lhurchj he was simply a private individual 

however, alwavs ^'^hieved by his owm genius. He did not, 

ment with his lack of ^ .his standing in the move- 

The ^ effective authority. 

isation of the Reformed Church wms in part a haphazard 
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gro^^'tll. Lutlier himself liad to accommodate his theolog}’ to the needs 
of practical church politics. There was inc^'itnhly something oppor- 
tunistic about the scqvicl. The ultimate authoritj' of the Word of God 
depended on its interpreters, in practice the niinistere, and those who 
were able to ensure its acceptance, in practice the ci\'il magistrates. 
Logically Luther’s adumbration of the priesthood of all believers 
might well have led him to place spiritual authority, the appointment 
of ministers and the control of church property in the hands of the 
congregation, or at least of the elect. This is what happened in some 
of the more radical reformed churches, and it seems highly probable 
that this constituted his ideal. Ilis own knowledge of what happened 
in those places where the congregation had taken control and his 
implicit distrust of democratic procedure, all of which the threat of 
Anabaptism and his experience of the Peasants’ War enhanced, made 
him rely effectively on the divinely-ordained civil magistrate. In his 
Address to the German Nobility^ published in 1520, he hod declared 
that the civil authority was responsible for reforming the Church. 
In 1526 he asked the Elector of Saxony to undertake the organisation 
of the Church in his territories, uith the result that a Church Ordin- 
ance to that end was promulgated in 1527-8. The persistence of dis- 
order led to a further appeal to the Elector in 1531. He was persuaded 
that a revision of the original instructions ^vas necessary, both to safe- 
guard ministers against ill-treatment by local authorities and to 
prevent the misappropriation of church revenue ns well as to protect 
congregations against incompetent and corrupt ministers. The new 
Elector, John Frederick, issued revised Church Ordinances in 1532 
for the regulation of Church life in Saxony. 

These sets of ordinances pro^’ided for the government of the 
Reformed Church in the Electorate itself as well as for territories 
subj^t to the Elector’s authority in Meissen and Voigtland, Thmingia 
an 'ranconia. Wittenberg was recognised as the ecclesiastical centre of 
axony. Its minister (who was to be assisted by four caplans or deacons 
an ■^o preachers in the Castle Church) together wth the provost of 
em erg were given the title of superintendents and super\dsory 
c arge over all the clergy. The city minister was to be elected by 
representatives of the university and town council. The ordinance 
^prove ^ily and Sunday services in accordance mth Luther’s 
erman ass of 1526 and the previous ordinances of 1528. It also 
® P^o''^ision for the instruction of the people and children according 
V 1 ^ catecliism, the observance of the principal Christian festi- 

s, e continuance of the practice of auricular confession, the educa- 
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tion of cliildren and the care of the sick and the poor. The oranan^s 
of 1528 had laid down rnles for the e’^«»n”™eation of u™ nce^ 
members; but in the main the punishment of =ecle^“f 
and the maintenance of Christian morality were e □ 15 ^- 
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For while he beheved that the Prince was obliged to maintain the true 
religion, it was not his office to declare what the true religion was. 
When the Prince was acting as the protector of man-made law, the 
Christian was obliged to obey him; but the Christian was ultimately 
governed by the law of God expressed through the Scriptures and the 
law of nature, natiirlich Rccht, wTitten in man’s heart and conscience. 

‘ Without love and natural justice you can never be in accord -with the 
will of God, though you have devoured the jurists and all their works.’ 
The Christian cannot be forced to contravene the law of God, and may 
because of his prior loyalty to it be obliged to disobey the civil magis- 
trate. It is impossible to draw a fully coherent theory of political 
obligation from Luther’s writings, in part because this was not his 
prior interest. Ideally law must give way to the spirit as force gives 
way to love; but in the imperfect Christian world in which he was 
living law and force were both necessary. Luther reluctantly recognised 
that this was so, and as he grew older and to some extent disillusioned 
he came to rely more and more on the support of the secular Prince; 
but he never wholly gave up the ideals which he had cherished as a 
younger man. In 1542 he consecrated an evangelical bishop for 
Naumburg, hoping thereby to establish a precedent for the govern- 
ment of the Church and to replace the temporary or emergency rule of 
the Prince. 

Luther was happiest in his distinctively liturgical and theological 
work, in his hymns and devotional writings, since here at least he was 
free from the political and social factors which conditioned so much of 
what he did and gave to the Lutheran Reformation something of its 
opportunistic character. 

In some sense the creation of the Lutheran Church took place under 
the continuous threat of war and repression. The situation in 1550 
had favoured the Emperor Charles V to a greater extent that it had 
done since his accession 1 1 years earlier. He had made peace with 
Francis I of France at Cambrai the previous year. The slippery 
Medici pope, Clement VII, had been brought to heel at last and with 
an ill-grace carefully concealed (the Bishop of Tarbes noted that his 
Holiness when he thought no one saw him , . . heaved such sighs 
that heavy as his cope was, he made it shake in good earnest’), placed 
the Imperial crown on Charles’ head at Bologna in February, 1530. 

n return Charles had promised that he would repress heresy in his 
dominions, by force if necessary. The Spanish revenues reinforced by 
t e treasure of the New World were available to finance such projects 
as arles might initiate in Germany, which he was visiting for the 
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first time for nine years. After failing to take Vienna the previous 
year the Turks were temporarily quiet, and the Protestants, as we 
have seen, were much divided. Such a favourable situation W'as 
unlikely to last long, for the Valois king, thoroughly unreliable, and 
the Medici Pope, almost as untrustworthy, were equally opposed to the 


resurgence of Imperial fortunes. 

Moreover the Emperor was not himself entirely clear in his own 
mind as to what was the right pohcy to adopt towards the Lutherans. 
Nine years pre^dously, inexperienced and confident of his faith, he 
would readily have implemented the Edict of Worms if the princes 
had been willing to support him. Time, however, had taken its toll. 
The burdens of government had prematxurely aged him. His prolonged 
contact with the Papacy had revealed a readiness to intrigue and an 
apparent worldliness on the part of the curia of which he had indeed 
greater personal experience than Luther himself. No shadow of doubt 
had weakened his strong if conventional faith; but he could not ignore 
the political implications of a repressive reli^ous policy backed by 
force. He had no wish to alienate the growing body of Protestant 
princes and cities. There W’as an influential group of moderates, 
Erasmian in inclination, among them his former Chancellor, Mer- 
curino Gattinara, who believed in the possibility of compromise. 
Later on Charles’ instructions, Cornelius Schepper consulted the 
Bishop of Augsburg, Christopher von Stadion, who submitted a number 
of points for the Emperor’s consideration. Many of these went far to 
meet Lutheran objections on points of doctrine. He warned ® 
Emperor that Lutheranism could not be suppressed by force. e 
Emperor had himself become convinced that a General Council ot 
reform was a first necessity if the Protestants were to be concihated. 
At worst, it might be advisable to call a purely German council. There 
was thus a strong third party with adherents on both sides whic was 
reluctant to press matters to an extreme conclusion. Even Lih er was 
ready to consider the possibility, though he thought that ^ 
little chance of genuine accommodation. Some of his co eagues, 
Melanchthon in particular, were more hopeful.^ "When, t ere ore, 
Charles crossed the Alps in the summer of 1550, in spite of pressure 
from Cardinal Campeggio who accompanied him, he issued a summ 
to the Diet at Augsburg which was sweetly moderate in its 
He was, however, only too soon confronted by t e ic 
implicit in the situation, as the letter which he wrote to s 
Empress Isabella, on July 8th, 1550 clearly shows: I came thr g 
Bavaria, w'here the Dukes, my true friends and servants, recei 
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mo well. I entered Augsburg on the vigil of Corpus Ciiristi (June 16th) 
and was solemnly received by Electors, princes and ambassadors. On 
the followng day they held the procession which had been discon- 
tinued for some years. I took part in it as usual. And, although some 
of the Lutherans refused to participate, I had a good following, for 
those who stand firm in the faith outnumber by many those who do 
not. We liave already started on the religious question and are tearing 
out heresy by the roots. Far the most dangerous people in this town 
are the chaplains of the Lutheran princes. Therefore I have pro- 
claimed that, under penalty, no one shall preach who has not been 
selected by me. This proclamation W'as unanimously accepted. This is 
a good beginning.’ In the sermon which lie preached at the opening 
of the Diet, Cardinal Pimpinelli exhorted Charles to employ the sword 
of St. Paul against the heretics who hod scorned the keys of St. Peter. 

The moderates strove for mastery in the warm summer days. In 
the hope of providing material which might lielp tow’ards a settle- 
ment, Melanchthon and some of his fellow theologians submitted 
a document, a Confession of Faith, for the consideration of the Emperor 
and the Diet wliich w’as designed to prove the orthodoxy of the 
Lutheran position and to refute the oft-repeated charges that they 
were heretics such as those who had been rightly condemned by the 
Church in earlier ages. They were shown to hold the Catliolic belief 
in relation to the Trinity, the redemptive W’ork of Clirist and the 
sacraments; they accepted the Real Presence of Clirist in the Eucharist, 
the proper use of confession, penitence and absolution. Yet equally 
they stated, though in temperate fashion, their belief in the doctrine 
of justification by faith and the Lutheran view of the Church. The 
second part of the Confession consisted of a full statement of contem- 
porary abuses and a demand for communion in both kinds and clerical 
marriage. It implicitly made plain the dividing line between Lutheran 
teaching and that of the Zwinglians and the Anabaptists (whom the 
Confession condemned), so much so that only two of the German cities 
that had signed the original Protestation of Speyer, Nuremberg and 
Reutlingen, were ready to accept the Confession. 

The document was a moderate, even a liberal statement, but it had 
relatively little chance of acceptance. It left too much unsaid. It 
skated over vital issues, the number of the sacraments, the meaning 
of the Eucharist and the authority of the Papacy. If Melanchthon had 
been ready to sacrifice the potential unity of the Protestant party to 
avoid assimilating the theologically unacceptable views of Zwingli 
and the south German Evangelicals, he had not gone far enough to 
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■\vin the Catholic partisans. Luther, who had no personal part in 
drawing up the Confession and for obvious reasons was not at Augs- 
burg, had given the document a somewhat hesitant approval when he 
had received it at the castle of Coburg where he was laid low by 
insomnia and nervous prostration; but he was pessimistic. It was soon 
clear that his fears were justified. Melanchthon was as conciliatory as 
he could be in discussions with the papal legate but neither Campeggio, 
■who was acting under direct instructions from Rome, nor the more 
forthright members of the Catholic party, like Duke George of Saxony, 
were ready for any concessions. They were for an abrupt repudiation 
of the Confession, but the more moderate Catholics headed by the 
Archbishop of Mainz advised a presentation of a Confutation of the 
Confession before the Emperor demanded the submission of the 
Lutherans. Great care was taken in drawing up the Confutation nor 
was it intemperate in its statements; but it underlined the difficulty of 
reaching any agreed solution. The Emperor, who had taken a personal 
interest in its composition, eventually agreed to accept it and once 
more avowed his readiness to enforce the true faith by force if neces- 
sary. Landgrave Philip of Hesse, believing that no further good could 
come from discussion, left the city abruptly without taking the leave 
of the Emperor. But Charles V was not yet ready to push matters to 
extremities. He still believed that a council was the only practical 
answer to the rehgious difficulties, and he brought as much pressure 
as he possibly could on the reluctant Pope. ‘If there were to be no 
council he warned Clement VII, ‘ Germany, the strongest and most 
■''arlike nation in Christendom, would fall into the most serious danger. 
At present the world is at peace so that a council can easily be called to 
prevent the further breeding of schism. . . . Therefore I entreat and 
beseech you to consent to the cormcil, so that w'e may avoid the burden 
of bl^e and win the approval of all good men.’ Clement, how'ever, 
remained adamant in his opposition. The Emperor w'as himself con- 
cerned with winning the help of the princes against the Turks and 
^uring his brother Ferdinand’s election as King of tlie Romans. 

us encouraged by liis comparatively conciliatory attitude, Melanch- 
t on plunged once more into discussion, making concessions wiiich 
alarmed some of his less pliant colleagues. 

Among them was Luther, wiio had concluded tliat there was no 
real liope of compromise and was anxious lest the basic fundamentals 
of the Protestant faith should he weakened, thus lia%ing an adverse 
errect on the Evangelical cause. ‘Be careful’, he told Melanchthon on 
j\upjst 26th, IojO, ‘that you do not give more than you have, so 
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that we may not be driven anew to a more arduous and dangerous 
struggle in defence of the Gospel. ... In brief, this negotiation for a 
doctrinal agreement is altogether displeasing to me. It is to attempt 
the impossible unless the Pope is willing to abolish his Papacy.’ His 
attitude was refreshingly realistic. ‘I hear’, he WTOte to Spalatin, 
‘that, albeit not willingly, you have begun a wonderful work at 
Augsburg, viz., that of uniting the Pope and Luther. But the Pope 
\vill not, and Luther declines.’ 

The Emperor had by now reached a similar conclusion. On Septem- 
ber 22nd, 1 550, he presented a recess to the Diet, declaring that the 
Confession had been refuted and declaring that the articles set out in 
the Confutation must be accepted within six months pending the 
meeting of a General Council of the Church. The Elector’s chancellor 
on behalf of the signatories of the Confession declared that they could 
not comply mth the recess. The cleavage was confirmed by subsequent 
discussions^ and the representatives of the Protestant estates gradually 
left Augsburg. A CathoUc rump cheered the edict mth which the 
Emperor closed the Diet on November 19th, 1550, reaffirming the 
decision promulgated at Worms. ‘This doctrine’, it asserted, ‘which 
has been already condemned, has given rise to much misleading error 
among the common people. They have lost all true reverence, all 
Christian honourj discipline, fear of God and charity to their neigh- 
bom' — these are utterly forgotten.’ 

The stage might well have been set for the outbreak of religious 
war, since the only possible appeal seemed to be to naked force, but 
in fact nothing happened. There was, however, a steady hardening of 
opinion among the Protestant princes who felt that a time had come 
to form a defensive military alliance which was in fact negotiated at 
meetings at Schmalkalden in December, 1550 and February, 1551. 
As a result of Bucer’s mediation the principal south German cities, 
Magdebm-g, Bremen, Strasbourg, Ulm, Constance, Reutlingen, 
Memmingen, Isny, Biberach and Lindau, were brought into alliance 
with the leading Lutheran princes. Elector John of Saxony, Landgrave 
Philip of Hesse, Duke Ernest of Lvineburg, Philip of Grubenhagen, 
the Count of Mansfeld and the Prince of Anhalt. Luther, who held 
Charles V in great respect in spite of his occasional angry sallies, was 
at first reluctant to sponsor a possible policy of resistance to Imperial 
authority, but he was at last convinced by the Saxon jurists that the 
Word of God must be defended and that if they were obliged to fight, 
they would not be fighting against the Emperor but the Pope and the 
Romanists who had deceived him. ‘If the Emperor shall declare war 
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by Charles’ brother, Ferdinand. In the subsequent Peace of Kaaden, 
signed in June, 1554, Ferdinand promised to suspend all prosecutions 
for religion against members of the league before the Reichskam- 
mergericht. The loss of Wurttemberg was strategically significant as 
the Duchy formed the connecting link between Hapsburg estates in 
the Tyrol, the Tranche Comtd and Alsace. The Lutherans were 
further emboldened by new accessions to the League, Wurttemberg, 
Pomerania, Anhalt, Augsburg, Frankfort, Hanover, Kempten and, 
between 1557 and 1559, Christian III of Denmark into whose terri- 
tory Lutheran teaching had penetrated. The League entered into 
friendly negotiations with Henry VIII of England, who showed some 
interest in a projected union of Lutherans and Anglicans. There were 
overtures to Francis I of France, who actually invited Melanchthon 
to the French court to discuss the religious situation, an invitation he 
did not accept; and the south German towns were critical of an 
understanding with a king who, as the municipal council of Ulm put 
it, ‘persecuted, tormented and hunted his own subjects out of house 
and home for the sake of God’s word, and appalling to relate, had 
actually entered into alliance vrith the common foe of all good Chris- 
tians, the Turk’. 

A new turn to the religious situation was given by the election in 
1554 of the Farnese pope, Paul III, who was at first genuinely anxious 
to convoke a General Council of the Church. He sent a nuncio to 
Germany, Paolo Vergerio, who had long conversations among others 
with Luther in November, 1555 (and who was incidentally eventually 
to become a Lutheran himself}. Although the Lutherans had long 
been demanding a General Council, it was by no means clear that they 
would accept its recommendations. While Luther himself praised the 
idea of a ‘free Christian General Council’, he declared that the 
Reformed Church, relying on the Word of God, had already achieved 
what a General Council should set out to accomplish. ‘ I acted the real 
Luther throughout at the late interview’, he told Jonas, ‘ and addressed 
the legate in the most disconcerting terms.’ Luther had indeed few 
illusions about the deep cleavage which existed. He would have seen 
the point raised by the Cathohc scholars. Nausea and Cochlaeus, when 
they asked: ‘How can we hope to come to terms with people who 
regard the chief shepherd of Christ’s flock as Antichrist? who ask us 
to accept the Confessio Augustana, an act that would be equivalent to 
apostasy from the Roman Catholic Church and throwing in our lot 
with them ? ’ 

Although Luther’s uncompromising attitude could hardly be 
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regarded as representative, even of the Lutheran princes, Vergerio’s 
early optimism soon ebbed. It was one thing to call a Council and yet 
another to ensure that there would be agreement about the natme of 
its authority or about the place where it was to meet. The Protestants 
wanted a Free Council, preferably in Germany with papal authority 
as far as possible excluded} but a consensus of Catholic opinion at last 
grudgingly agreed that Mantua, a fief of the Empire in Italy, was an 
acceptable venue. Preparations were put in train for the opening of a 
General Council there in 1537. This, however, never came to pass, 
in part because the Duke of Mantua had not been told early enough of 
the intention to make his capital city the scene of such a conference; 
when he learned what had been proposed he made impossible condi- 
tions as to the size of a papal ‘ police’ force necessary for maintaining 
order. Had the Pope been in a position to supply such an army, which 
he was not able to do, there would have been some grounds for the 
constant Protestant assertion that such a Council was not wholly free. 

In fact the Schmalkaldic League had already made known its 
disapproval of the intended Council. Its members would willingly 
participate in a Council ‘ in German lands ’, but since the Pope refused 
to submit to the authority of such a Council there was no guarantee 
that the Protestant participants would be free to come and go or that 
decisions reached were not dictated by the Pope. Subsequently 
opinion hardened, and after an unsatisfactory series of interviews 
■with the Elector and others of the princes, in February, 1537, the 
papal legate, Peter van der Vorst, was left in no doubt as to their 
hostility. Luther was not himself present, as he was ill, but at the 
Elector’s request he, helped by Melanchthon and some other theolo- 
gians, drew up a list of doctrines which it was essential for the Luther- 
ans to maintain. These Schmalkaldic Articles, if more generous in their 
final form than Luther had intended, showed the basic difficulty of 
reaching an accord wthout agreement as to the di'vdne authority of 
the Pope. The Protestant princes declared flatly that the promised 
Council could not be regarded as the Free Christian Council in Ger- 
many demanded by the Estates and promised by Charles. ‘We are 
unable to alter our ■view of the Pope’s intentions and to accept the 
Council since acceptance would be the same as submitting in advance 
to the verdict which ■will surely be pronounced.’ ‘ The freedom of the 
Council’, they further declared, ‘does not consist in the possibility 
of a free expression of opinion but in the Pope being debarred from the 
presidency. By a Christian Council we mean one whose only standard 
is Holy Scripture. . . . The Diet’s demand for a German locality for 
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the Council conforms to the practice of the ancient Church We 

are not going to walk into the Pope’s trap; for us Mantua is unaccept- 

The chief responsibility for the failure of the Council to materialise 
at Mantua lay, however, neither with the Duke nor the Lutheran 
princes hut ivith Francis I of France. The French king supposed that 
the Pope’s plan for summoning a Council was first and foremost a 
plan to sponsor the Emperor’s attempt to crush the Lutherans and 
secondly to avenge liimself on Henry VIII of England for the ins t 
that the latter had offered to his aunt, Catherine of Aragon. Francis 
was absolutely opposed to any measure that seemed to increase his 
adversary’s power. He intimated that he would be ready to accept a 
Council, providing it was genuinely universal and held at a place 
outside the Emperor’s sphere of influence; and he at once entered into 
negotiations \wth the Schmalkaldic League and anti-Hapsburg 
Catholic German princes. 

The repercussions of the failure at Mantua, and an abortive attempt 
to arrange a Council at Vicenza, were Europe-wide and most pro- 
nounced in Germany, where the Catholic as well as the Protestant 
princes came to believe, albeit undeservedly, that Paul III was as 
insincere as his predecessor. The papal nuncios wrote gloomily about 
the increasingly desperate situation in Germany. Van der Vorst and 
Morone both insisted that unless a General Council was summoned the 
Catholics in Germany would be forced to accept a National Council. 
‘If the General Council does not meet’, Morone wrote, ‘there will be 
great upheavals in Germany.’ Lutheran power increased steadily. 
The new Duke of Saxony, Henry, deserted his predecessor’s faith. The 
new Elector of Brandenburg, Joachim II, influenced by his mother, 
inclined to the Lutheran cause. Some of the ecclesiastical princes 
were secularising their dioceses. All the Imperial cities in the south, 
including Augsburg, had turned Protestant. A crop of satires, including 
Luther’s own vicious attack on the Pope in the tract on the Donation 
of Constantine, lampooned the council. ‘If there is no Council’, John 
Eck -ivrote to Cardinal Aleander, ‘then woe to England! woe to Den- 
mark, Sweden and Norway! When will the apostasy end?’ The 
Catholic Federation of Nuremberg, of which the Vice-Chancellor, 
Matthias Held, had had high hopes, seemed dormant. 

In fact the Pope’s position was a very difficult one. If he was to call a 
Council, ho must have the co-operation of the French; but Francis I 
suspected that a Council would increase the power of his enemy, the 
Emperor. On the other hand, Charles V believed that the Pope ought 
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to abandon the neutral stand that he had adopted in the Hapsburg— 
Valois struggle and to sponsor the Hapsburg cause, preparatory to the 
calling of a Council and the suppression of heresy. Thus while the 
Pope was still eager to summon a Council (but not to concede an iota 
to the Protestants), there was an inevitable series of delays, arising 
from diplomatic and pohtical rather than religious considerations. 

It was at this jimcture that Charles’ brother Ferdinand, who was 
more in contact with German affairs, came, at the suggestion of Joachim 
II of Brandenburg, to the conclusion that one further attempt should 
be made to promote a reconciliation of the conflicting faiths. ‘The 
Protestants’, Joachim argued, ‘wiU never send their representatives 
to the Council. They ^vill be condemned, therefore, in their absence} 
they will accordingly offer armed resistance to the execution of its 
decisions; this means the dreaded war of religion. Should not yet 
another effort be made before the Council to bring about a friendly 
understanding with them — of course with the co-operation of papal 
commissaries?’ The proposal met with a warm welcome in many 
quarters. While the Emperor had recently concluded a 10-year truce 
with France (in 1538), there were signs that the Tm-kish War was 
about to be renewed. Many Catholics believed that it was more 
expedient to encourage plans for a reconciliation with the Lutherans 
than to sponsor a Council which the majority of the Lutherans would 
probably boycott and which would give rise to a policy of repression 
likely to foster the power of the Emperor. Others genuinely believed 
that compromise was still possible. The Elector of Brandenburg, 
theologically naive, had sought to retain many Catholic practices 
together with Lutheranism in the Church Order which he had issued 
in 1540, and he was to attend Mass during the Diet of Ratisbon the 
next year. Even the Pope gave a reluctant consent to the promised 
conference which was attended by the diligent and intelligent Con- 
tarini as legate. He, however, no more than Luther himself, can have 
had much hope of any real agreement. Negotiations were, however, 
opened wth the Schmalkaldic League at Frankfort in 1539, resulting 
in the Respite of Frankfort by which the members of the League agreed 
to send representatives to a Diet of princes to help finance the Ttnkish 
War in return for a suspension for some 15 months of suits against the 
Protestant princes in the Imperial Supreme Court. 

The way was now clear for the colloquy at Ratisbon. Early in 1 541 
the redoubtable Eck and the scholarly Melanchthon met at Worms to 
debate the Confession of Augsburg as Melanchthon had now amended 
it. They found somewhat to their surprise that they both held the same 

181 




34 Ratisbon. From Schedel, ' Weltchronik' , 149) 


EXPANSION AND THE SEARCH FOR A RELIGIOUS COMPROMISE 

spirits low. Although he was held in the greatest esteem, his practical 
influence had faded in a quite remarkable way. When the Princess 
Elizabeth of Brandenbm-g, whom he had visited at Lichtenburg in 
June, 1 559, wished him 40 years more of life, he replied characteristi- 
cally that the world was so wicked that he could wish ‘for nothing 
better than one blessed hour and then departure to the next*. *I 
appear to myself a cold and useless corpse’, he wrote in 1541, ‘for 
which a sepulchre is the only fitting habitation.’ 
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iy the 1540s Luther was beginning to 

heolorian, he had seen his movement caug nriallv averse to 

n the fine cobweb of European politics. He was perso y 

uch development, hut there was litde 
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he rehgious question could he thJcatholic Francis I 

md he did not approve of the strange bed f > -nrinces of 

ef France and the Moslem Sultan, Suleiman, .wth whom Aej^ 

the Schmalkaldic League had to he metap j^cumstances 

he held that the very dependence upon the pnn ^ manifest 
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union was to be kept a secret then Philip was giving the outside world 
a splendid example of fornication. Either the reformers [ 

confused and unduly influenced by the example of the Old Testament, 
which would seem unlikely in view of their high intelligence, or they 
were prompted to act as they did for reasons of political and religious 
expediency. Philip of Hesse was the founder and upholder of the 
Schmalkaldic League; the reformers were unready to disown a man 
of such noted military reputation whose defection would be a sever 


blow to their cause. 

Luther and his colleagues had been surprisingly nmve, more 
especially in their belief that the bigamous union could be kept secret. 
The ‘marriage’ had been performed by Philip’s court chaplain, 
Melander, on March 4th, 1540, in the presence of Bucer, Melanchthon 
and others. It soon became widely known. Philip s sister, t e uc e 
of Rocklitz, in whose service Margaret had been, was extreme y angry; 
tbe rightful Landgravine’s uncle, the Duke of Saxony, was natural y 
furious. The scandal, as the reformers soon realised, was bound to do 
their cause a grave disservice. Philip of Hesse pressed or ^ 
statement, but Luther robustly opposed this, preferring, as e un y 
put it, a ‘good strong lie’. Feeling the cold wind of Evangelical disap- 
proval, Philip moved steadily towards the Imperialists, persua ® ^ 

the Emperor could give him immunity from the consequences o 

bigamous union. r tL 

The political scene was by and large increasingly gloomy, or e 
Diet of Ratisbon had shown how difficult it was to reach an agreea e 
solution, even under the most favourable circumstances an wit t e 
best will in the world. Charles V was soon involved in war witn 
Francis I and with an expensive but unsuccessful ei^edition agains 
Algiers; but the deterioration in Imperial fortunes did^ not last ong. 
Many Germans, among them some Lutherans, were justifia y su 
picious of the integrity of the French king, more especially 
Duke of Orleans had applied in the autumn of 1545 for mem ers ip 
of the Schmalkaldic League. The Imperial diplomats managed to 
negotiate a limited understanding with Henry VIII of Eng an , an 
Charles’ army at last pushed the French back towards their northern 
frontiers. The new Elector Palatine, though hardly consistent^ in his 
allegiance, had been connected to Charles V through 
the Emperor’s 14-year-old niece, Dorothea of Denmar . i ip o 
Hesse, smarting under the barrage of political disapprova , 
definitely became Charles’ man. At the Diet of Speyer, w ic as ^ 
from February to June, 1544, Charles felt strong enough to advise 
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Nor was he much encouraged hy the process of t ^ 

He had never taken kindly to the Zwinghans and would have no 
more to do with them now than in his earher years. He scorned 
attacked furiously Protestant radicals like Kaspar Schwra^ 
Francke who did not accept that Luther’s word was necessary the 
Word of God. ‘I can do no more here’, he told 

her, 1545. ‘The weariness of life’, to which the death of ^ Woved 
daughter, Magdalena, in 1542, had much contributed, and the mi ry 
of my maladies’ combined to fill him ivith foreboding. I 
Jacob Probst, ‘exhausted with age and work— old, cold, 
shape-and yet I am not allowed to rest, but daily tormented with 

all manner of business and the toil of scribbling. 

The body was weak but the mind was clear and the spmt 
serene. He felt, however, that he had grown out of 
times. Like old men in all ages, he depleted gloomdy the “ 

manners of the young. 'Everywhere', he wrote in 
Ucence and impudence of the people increase. The 
blame, for they do nothing except exact taxes. The There- 

become institutions for the ingathering of , y our 

fore the Lord will destroy us in HU anger. Would 
redemption would quickly come!' New fashions and 
his own toivn made him consider ,o sell Ins 

leave Wittenbergi in the summer of 15+5 be besought ^ „ 

house and gardeS there so that they could rette to ‘Xm 
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measures to enforce morahty, and Luther came ac 
mid- August, exhausted physically and ment y- 
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new year to act as an arbitrator between friend Jacob 

Shorfly before he left he wrote another etter 
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eyed I had hoped that now at least peace would be 
as to a dead Ln. And yet, as rf I had never 
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such toils. But Christ is all in aU, both to ^o “d to fim ^ 
for ever! ’ He had not now long to wait. ,, j-j^urches and 

staying his spirits revived and he preac e ^ evening, 

negotiated a satisfactory settlementj bu three o’clock 

February 17th, 1546, he had a heart ftac' ^ Wittenberg 

the next morning. Four days later his bo 7 Pncrfle Church "with 

in the presence of a packed congregation in a 
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ment and its aftermath amply illustrate the paradox of Luther’s own 
position. He had been forced by circumstances to depend upon the 
civil magistrates; the decisions reached at Augsburg in 1555, which 
provided plenty of material for future disturbances, crystallised the 
Erastian character of the Lutheran Church, Its dependence upon the 
State moulded its history for the next fovu* centuries and even in the 
twentieth century did much to condition the readiness with which, it 
accepted the religious policy of Hitler and his associates. Funda- 
mentally, however, Luther would only have accepted -this as a tem- 
porary expedient. He was indeed ill-equipped as a politician and his 
ideas about authority were basically conservative and confused. But 
he knew none the less that the authority of the godly prince, much 
approved as it was in the Old Testament, itself depended ultimately 
upon its conformity with the law of God diffused through the Scrip- 
tures and the law of nature. Equally Lutheranism has witnessed 
repeated attempts throughout its history, by the pietists, by the up- 
holders of the collegiate theory of the Church and by the Confessional 
Church in the twentieth century, to free the Church from the domina- 
tion of the State and to allow it to make full and free use of the rich 
inheritance in litvugy, scripture and life which Luther bequeathed to 
it. If there has been no final solution as to the true nature of the 
Lutheran Church, this is in no way surprising since it has continued 
to bear the marks of the paradoxical personality of the great man who 
gave it its generally-accepted name. 


191 



EPILOGUE 


Luther highly, I recognise he was a man’, Philip Spener commented, 
‘and I rate him far, far below the Apostles’. Uncritical hero-worship 
tended to be succeeded by partisan biography, dictated by the liter’s 
own historical or theological presuppositions. Luther for Leibnitz was 
the champion of conscience. Johann Semlar in the eighteenth century 
christened liim the prophet of the enlightenment. Lessing saw in his 
career the liberator from outworn tradition and religious enslavement. 
Justus Moser believed him to be the peaceful preacher of the true 
Gospel. Frederick the Great of Prussia, unsympathetic towards his 
religious enthusiasm, appreciated his German patriotism. 

Indeed, with the emergence of a German political philosophy in 
which national feehng was deeply ingrained, Luther became the 
epitome of the national spirit. ‘Luther’, the poet Herder observed 
somewhat curiously, ‘Simply, unlettered Luther, how dear was the 
Word of God to you . . . thou shouldest be living at tliis hour, Ger- 
mans have need of thee.’ It was during the celebration of the three- 
hundredth anniversary of the posting of the 95 theses in 1817 that 
the students from Jena University flocked to the Wartburg Castle and 
thrust reactionary books and other symbols of military conservatism 
into the flames of a bonfire. Mendelssohn ^v^ote a ‘Reformation 
Symphony. Luther became a prophet of the new German nationalism. 
Even in the mid-twentieth century the apparent Erastianism of his 
pohtics and liis fierce attacks on the Jews proved sufficient to foster 
the view that he was one of the architects of modern Germany. 

Early Roman Catholic interpretations were understandably hostfle. 
Luther had denounced the Pope, apostasised from his vows and married 
a runaway nun. His character, it was thought, could only be ultimately 
explained in terms of diabolic possession. His mother, it was suggeste 
but without an iota of evidence, was a public-bath attendant who had 
been seduced by a demon. There was a wild look in his eyes (an 
indeed contemporaries noted the peculiar intensity of his eyes, their 
flashing, almost hypnotic brilhance) which denoted secret communion 
with a devil. His death was variously interpreted. He committed 
suicide and demons snatched his corpse from the coffin in the funera 
procession. He had died as a result of a drunken bout in bed with a nun. 
The Franciscan, John Nas, a reclaimed Lutheran convert om 

Catholicism, provoked by the Protestant court chaplain s ^ 

entitled tract ‘One Hundred, Select, Great, Shameless, Fat,^ "iAell- 
Swilled, Stinking, Papistical Lies’ turned gleefully to depict the 
‘ Anatomy of Lutheranism as it was instituted by the Devil . 

The evidence w'hich Denifle presented was certainly impressive 
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and his influence on anti-Lutheran writers has been continuous and 
considerable; but it had been marshalled in a distinctly slanted fasluon. 
He had, for instance, laid great stress on Luther’s use of the word 
‘ concupiscentia ’, mistakeningly interpreting it as sexual lust. He quoted 
a phrase which Luther used in a letter to his wife, ‘I gorge myself 
like a Bohemian and I get drunk like a German. God be praised. 
Amen ’, to suggest that he was a worldly man, but he did not note the 
context of the letter, a humorous one written to his wife when she was 
very worried by his poor appetite. He used a series of portraits in his 
first edition to show how the thin, ascetic scholar and monk became 
obese and unattractive; the last of his portraits, he noted, was ‘sur- 
prisingly bestial’, though the fact that it was made of the reformer 
after his death, and possibly after decomposition had set in, should 
have minimised his astonishment. 

Although Denifle’s insistence that there was a fundamental moral 
flaw in his personality was questioned by the scholarly Jesuit, Hartmann 
Grisar, yet his interpretation of Luther was not basically different. 
‘The real origin of Luther’s teaching’, he concluded, ‘must be 
sought in a fundamental principle . . . his unfavourable estimate of 
good works’. While other pejorative estimates of Luther’s character 
and work, as those of Maritain and Weijenborg, have been published, 
recent Catholic historians, such as Gilson, Vignaxix and Johann Lortz, 
have shewn a scholarly understanding of the man and his theology. 

In fact a revolution in Luther studies occurred in the last century, 
culminating in a profound reappraisal of his importance in the course 
of the twentieth century, and caused a virtual renaissance of Lutheran 
studies which is still in full flood. Through Schleiermacher, Theodosius 
and Adolf Harnack, Troeltsch,Karl HoU, perhaps the most distinguished 
representative of German Lutheran scholarship, Franz Lau, Boehmer, 
Bornkamm, Nathan Soderblom and Einar Billing, a determined effort 
has been made by German and Scandinavian scholars to evaluate 
Luther’s importance and to ascertain the featinres of his personality 
and thought. The movement has evoked penetrating textual studies 
and varied but learned discussions on Lutheran theology. It has 
demonstrated conclusively Luther’s greatness and thrown much light 
on his significance, more, perhaps, by way of the development of his 
theology than by reason of his place in the History of the sixteenth 
centmy; this is hardly surprising since the revival of Lutheran studies 
sprang in part from the decline of liberal theology and the rise 
of the ‘ ^alg.ctical ’ school of Karl Barth. ‘ May we speak ’, Gordon Rupp 
has WDitt^^P^after— the motif research of the Scandinavians, of a 
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and his influence on anti-Lutheran writers has been continuous and 
considerable; but it had been marshalled in a distinctly slanted fashion. 
He had, for instance, laid great stress on Luther’s use of the word 
‘ concupiscentia ’, mistakeningly interpreting it as sexual lust. He quoted 
a phrase which Luther used in a letter to his wife, ‘I gorge myself 
like a Bohemian and I get drunk like a German. God be praised. 
Amen’, to suggest that he was a worldly man, but he did not note the 
context of the letter, a humorous one witten to his wife when she was 
very worried by his poor appetite. He used a series of portraits in his 
first edition to show how the thin, ascetic scholar and monk became 
obese and unattractive; the last of his portraits, he noted, was ‘sur- 
prisingly bestial’, though the fact that it was made of the reformer 
after his death, and possibly after decomposition had set in, should 
have minimised his astonishment. 

Although Denifle’s insistence that there was a fundamental moral 
flaw in his personality was questioned by the scholarly Jesuit, Hartmann 
Grisar, yet his interpretation of Luther was not basically different. 
‘The real origin of Luther’s teaching’, he concluded, ‘must be 
sought in a fundamental principle ... his unfavourable estimate of 
good works’. While other pejorative estimates of Luther’s character 
and work, as those of Maritain and Weijenborg, have been published, 
recent Catholic historians, such as Gilson, Vignaux and Johann Lortz, 
have shewn a scholarly understanding of the man and his theology. 

In fact a revolution in Luther stupes occurred in the last century, 
culminating in a profound reappraisal of his importance in the coiurse 
of the twentieth century, and caused a virtual renaissance of Lutheran 
studies which is still in full flood. Through Schleiermacher, Theodosius 
and Adolf Harnack, Troeltsch,Karl HoU, perhaps the most distinguished 
representative of German Lutheran scholarship, Franz Lau, Boehmer, 
Bornkamm, Nathan Soderblom and Einar Billing, a determined effort 
has been made by German and Scandinavian scholars to evaluate 
Luther’s importance and to ascertain the features of his personality 
and thought. The movement has evoked penetrating textual studies 
and varied but learned discussions on Lutheran theology. It has 
demonstrated conclusively Luther’s greatness and thrown much light 
on his significance, more, perhaps, by way of the development of his 
theology than by reason of his place in the liistory of the sixteenth 
century: this is hardly surprising since the revival of Lutheran studies 
sprang in part from the decline of liberal theology and the rise 
of the ‘ jJialgctical ’ school of Karl Barth. ‘ May we speak ’, Gordon Rupp 
has writt^j^ ‘alter-'the motif research of the Scandinavians, of a 
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the prophet. Profound emotion and spiritual sensitivity combined with 
penetrating judgment, deep biblical scholarship and intellectual power 
to make him the most prominent spiritual leader of his time. His mind 
was perhaps less incisive and liis administrative genius less marked 
than that of John Calvin, and his general outlook more old-fashioned. 
In the long run Calvinism exerted greater influence over the future 
history of the world, but conservative revolutionary as he may well 
have been, Luther more than any one person fractured the unity of 
medieval Christendom and challenged the authority of the Church. 
‘He came’, in Lortz’ words, ‘to stand outside the Church without 
intending to do so.’ Even given the circumstances which made his life’s 
work possible, few men have left such an impression on the history of 
their day, and it is certain that we shall not see his hke again. 
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